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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR FooD AT SEA

“A scintillating smorgasbord of seafaring fare over the centuries from
the Odyssey to the Titanic, featuring mouth-watering, if at times stomach-
churning, briny tidbits for old salt and land-lubber alike. Simon Spalding is
delectably versed in dietary arcana from galley slaves to submarine divers, poop
deck to engine room. Cast-iron literary digestion is a gastric must for the
author’s recipes of lobscouse, dandyfunk, bilge rat, and boiled baby, washed
down or thrown up with jungle juice.” —David Lowenthal, emeritus professor
of geography, University College London

“A unique book that concerns longue durée, from the earliest period of shipping
until the recent, the design of ships and boats, and the ways those changes in
design made for different eating habits aboard those ships. I would recommend it
for anyone interested in the history of food aboard ships.” —Ruthi Gertwagen,
University of Haifa, Israel

“The author’s engaging text has created an entertaining and scholarly
introduction to life at sea. This book should be at home in all libraries from
universities to cruise ships. Learn about, and learn how to make, “lobscouse,”
burgoo,” plum duff,” “dandyfunk,” “spotted dog,” “collops,” and wash them

down with “grog,” “kai,” or a “cup of joe.” —Craig Lukezic, president of the
Archaeological Society of Delaware; adjunct professor, Delaware State
University

“The story of food at sea is far more complex than the smorgasbords provided by
modern cruise ships. Granted, people often take cruises for the nonstop eating
possibilities and for the great variety of foods they can try. Yet the true story of
food at sea is a narrative about the design, development of ships, and evolution
of ships from row galleys to cruise and container ships, and how these vessels
spread the culinary traditions of the world. Simon Spalding’s Food at Sea
reminds us that of our modern gastronomic customs—and modern preferences
for food such as salsa, biscotti, curry, or even lamb—derive in part from ships
and the sea.” —Gene Allen Smith, professor of history at TCU in Fort Worth,
Texas; author of a number of books on naval and maritime history

“In his book Food at Sea: Shipboard Cuisine from Ancient to Modern Times,
Simon Spalding serves up in gratifying fashion an authoritative answer to one of
the most often asked question about life aboard ships: What did they eat? He
gives insight not only to the food itself, but the industry, technology, and cultural



developments behind the availability and choices of sea fare as they changed
both ashore and in the maritime trades. Further, he traces the thread of seafaring
traditions in those choices. Through wooden ships to steel ones and from salted
fish and meat to the convenience of refrigeration, sailors still look for the ‘bread
barge’ to sate that gnawing hunger when on watch in the middle of the night.
Full of information for the curious, this book is a must read for any maritime re-
enactor, living historian, or anyone interpreting a maritime site.” —Michael J.
DeCarlo, Esq., is a member of the naval living-history organization Ship’s
Company, Inc., and portrays the ship’s cook on board the USS Constellation in
Baltimore, Maryland, the last remaining U.S. Civil War—era all-sail sloop-of-war

“Throughout history, everyone who ever set sail on a long voyage faced the
problem of how to feed passengers and crew. They approached that problem
with every food preservation and cooking technique at their disposal, and
developed ingenious preparations in the process. Simon Spalding has written a
book like no other, the first comprehensive examination of the ways that the
ancient Greeks in their oared galleys and Polynesians in outrigger canoes
survived on the unknown oceans, the diet of Henry VIII’s sailors facing the
French, and the routines of modern cruise ship and naval chefs who cater
thousands of meals on a daily basis. Though some parts of this story are less than
appetizing—nobody will envy the meals of a crewman in Nelson’s navy—this
book is an absorbing read and recommended to anyone with an interest in
nautical or culinary history.” —Richard Foss, culinary historian and author

“For those who have read almost all about shipbuilding, sea battles, and
navigation, now is the time to learn more about one of the most important things
onboard supertankers, Viking ships, steamers, and submarines—the food. Simon
Spalding take us to the seven seas and through more than a thousand years of dry
food, salt food, and bad food, as well as all the improvements to keep the crew
alive, and happy, on men-of-war, East Indiamen, steamers, and submarines. It is
a ‘must have’ for everyone interested in the shipping history.” —Hans-Lennart
Ohlsson, director, Swedish Maritime Museum
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Introduction

This is a book like no other. It is a history of food at sea: the food that sailors,
passengers, and others have consumed, stored, and prepared while they were on
the water.

This book is not like any other book on culinary history. The history of food at
sea is the history of mankind and the sea. Much of this book concerns changing
designs of ships and boats, and the ways those changes in design made for
different eating habits aboard those ships. Readers who buy books on culinary
history for their recipes will surely enjoy some of the recipes included here, but
they will probably choose not to try others. The author is not a culinary writer by
trade, but a scholar/sailor who has worked, cooked, and eaten on schooners, a
sloop, a brig, and a barque, in sheltered waters and on the Baltic Sea and Atlantic
Ocean.

This book is not like any other book on maritime or naval history. Few books
that discuss the cruiser Olympia are more concerned with her ice maker than her
guns, and few books on nineteenth-century sailing ships say more about the
shapes of their pantry shelves than the cut of their sails. Focusing on food tells a
different story of human seafaring than a more general study of the subject.

Telling the story of food on ships requires the telling of the story of the ships
themselves. Changes in the ships have brought about changes in how people ate
at sea. The evolution of the warship from an oar-driven ram into a sailing gun
platform changed the fundamental nature of naval warfare, creating new eating
habits for fighting men at sea. Changing passenger travel from sail to steam
changed how those passengers ate, especially the immigrants purchasing the
least expensive fares.

Subtle changes in shipboard design and procedure have changed the way
seafarers have eaten. Nineteenth-century sailor Charles Abbey shipped in clipper
ships with stunsails, and had very little time for anything but work and sleep.
Shipping in the clipper Intrepid without stunsails, Abbey found time to catch
fresh fish and eat them. The development of the propeller, the triple-expansion
engine, and the steam turbine shortened the time it took to cross the Atlantic by
steamship, which in turn changed the transatlantic experiences of all classes of
passengers.

Seafaring has changed the way people ate ashore. When the Vikings colonized
Iceland, they found the perfect combination of a low-fat fish, cold temperature,
and constant wind that created stockfish, the Friday meal for most of medieval



Europe. The development of refrigeration ships made New Zealand lamb a
worldwide staple. The biscotti that modern coffee drinkers dunk in their morning
beverage take their name and heritage from the iron ration of thirteenth-century
galley rowers. British passengers to other countries were introduced to Indian
cuisine by steamship cooks from Goa, and those dishes became part of the
British culinary tradition.

The marine environment has shaped the diet and the implements used to eat at
sea. The tables on eighteenth-century warships were unlike contemporary tables
ashore. The design of nineteenth-century merchant sailor knives made them a
workable substitute for a fork. The pantry shelves of sailing ships used special
designs to reduce breakage in heavy seas. Steamers making passages through the
Red Sea and Indian Ocean adapted the Indian punkah to their dining saloons.
Polish ships favor coffee mugs without handles, to reduce breakage and save
space.

We will read the words of sea travelers of many eras. Some are familiar names,
such as John Smith, Charles Dickens, Herman Melville, and Mark Twain. Others
are less famous, but have important tales to tell: eighteenth-century sailor Jacob
Nagle, nineteenth-century sailor Frederick Pease Harlow, architect Arthur Davis,
and a sampling of poets and songwrights from the fifteenth century to the
present.

The story of food at sea is full of surprises. Dutch Navy crewmen of the
eighteenth century used a fish sauce that was suggested by a French royal cook
four centuries earlier, and endorsed by John Smith in 1627. Columbus sailed
without a cook: Iberian ships did not employ sea cooks well into the seventeenth
century, while Northern Europeans had done so for 600 years or more. The
twentieth-century sailing proas of Puluwat Atoll use a cooking stove virtually
identical to those used by Columbus and Magellan—made from military
equipment left by the Japanese in World War II.

For these and many more tales of food at sea, read on.
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The Ancient and Medieval Worlds

They that go down to the sea in ships,
That do business in great waters,
These see the works of the Lord,

And his wonders in the deep.

—The Bible, King James Version, Psalm 107: 23-24

Mankind has ventured out on open water for millennia. In many prehistoric

cases the exact form of the vessels used may be unknown, but the transport of

human beings, human artifacts, and plant and animal species over water is
indisputable. The settlement of islands thousands of years ago stands as living
proof of mankind’s early maritime adventures.

In examining the food early mariners consumed at sea, it is useful to consider
three different methods by which mariners in small, relatively open craft have
sustained themselves during their journeys.

» Early mariners may have brought food along on their journey that resisted
spoilage and required no cooking prior to consumption.

» They may have gone ashore during the voyage to prepare food carried aboard,
possibly supplemented by food acquired ashore. This usually required mariners
to bring some equipment for cooking with them, and possibly firewood as well.
The cooking fire was made ashore rather than on the vessel.

* It is also possible that they cooked aboard their vessel. This required permanent
or temporary structures to contain a cooking fire where food was cooked or
heated.

Case One: Voyaging Without Cooking

The first case was common in the past, and remains common throughout the
world today. The voyaging canoes used to settle the inhabited islands of the
Pacific, mostly double canoes with dugout hulls and a platform connecting them,
offered limited facilities for cooking. The ancestors of modern Pacific islanders,
lacking metal to make a firebox, probably brought food with them that required
little or no preparation. Scottish small-boat fishermen brought their “piece” with
them; a sandwich, pasty, bannock or scone that could be eaten when out on the
water. Small boat sailors still do this, taking a snack and some drinking water on
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even a short outing on the water. A day sail today is usually accompanied by a
cooler of picnic-style food and a supply of drinking water or other beverage.

The stage of maritime cuisine in which there is no cooking during the voyage
should not be considered in any way primitive. Islands have been settled and
goods transported by people who traveled hundreds of miles over open water
without cooking on their journeys. In the case of the peoples of the Pacific, the
voyagers brought plant and animal species with them, to guarantee a food supply
in their new homes. In the Arctic, similar migrations of people, also bringing
animal species with them, used hide-covered umiaks in which it would have
been virtually impossible to cook. The more developed the mariners’ techniques
of preserving and storing food, the less necessary it is to gather and/or cook food
during the journey.

Case Two: Going Ashore to Cook

The second case, in which the voyagers bring cooking implements and materials
with them, going ashore on distant shores en route to cook their food, has
occurred at many times and in many places. Fire is a great danger on board any
kind of ship, and the danger is particularly acute when the vessel is small and
combustible. Many early voyagers needed to make stops in their longer voyages
to supplement their supply of drinking water. It must have occurred to early
mariners, in different parts of the world, that when they went ashore with
containers for drinking water, they could just as easily bring food and a pot with
them, and cook food on the beach. Lacking a pot, fish caught at sea and/or game
caught ashore could be roasted on improvised spits.

Case Three: Cooking On Board

The third stage of food preparation, of cooking food on board the vessel,
requires cooking equipment which can be used while the vessel is under way or
at anchor. The fire must be sufficiently insulated from the deck and hull as not to
set them on fire. In parts of the world where wood is scarce, firewood or other
fuel must be carried on board. In some cases the design of the vessel itself may
need to take on-board food preparation into account. This stage appears to have
occurred at different times in different places. Evidence suggests that on-board
food preparation may have developed earlier in the Mediterranean than it did in
northern Europe.



Mesolithic Maritime Trade

There is strong evidence for Mesolithic trade in stone tools, and probably more
perishable commodities as well. It was in this period that the Isle of Man was
colonized by people from Ireland using the Tardenoisian stone tool culture.
There is also the intriguing find of a stone “trancher” axe or pick of the
Maglemosian culture found in a trawl in the southern North Sea, suggesting that
it may have been lost from a dugout canoe. Dugout boats of the Maglemosian
people have been found in Danish peat bogs, and it is possible that this tool was
lost at sea.! Mesolithic polished stone axes from northeastern Ireland have been
found in western Scotland and in several places in southern England, and there
are five asymmetrical cutting-edge stone tools (possibly adze blades) from
Wales found in Cornwall, one of them found in a dugout canoe.? It is probably
safe to say that if these Mesolithic mariners brought food with them in their
dugout canoes, they ate it cold.

“Neolithic Argonauts”

The section title originates from E. G. Bowen’s Britain and the Western
Seaways, and it is illustrative of the evident expansion of travel and trade over
water in the New Stone Age. This is the era of megalithic constructions such as
the giant stone sarsens and lintels of Stonehenge (an elaboration of a Mesolithic
wood and smaller-stone site), the Avebury stones, menhirs in Brittany, and stone
circles in Scotland. The distribution of megalithic gallery graves and passage
graves strongly suggests maritime movement between the coastal peoples of
northern and western Europe.® What is particularly intriguing is the distribution
of megalithic passage graves, suggesting affinities, migration, or regular trade
between such far-flung and mostly coastal areas as the southern and western
coasts of Iberia, the Biscay coast, and St. Malo area of France, three areas in
Ireland, coastal North Wales, the Isle of Man, the Moray Firth of Scotland, all of
Denmark and adjacent areas in what is now Germany, and the southwest coast of
Sweden.*

What sort of boats the “Neolithic Argonauts” of northern Europe used, is open
to speculation. It is likely that their craft were still paddled and not rowed or
sailed; but it is possible that like the umiak of the Inuit people, they had begun to
improve the size and seaworthiness of their craft by stretching hides over a
frame. Some surviving dugouts from this era are larger and more complex than a



simple hollowed-out log, with shaping of the logs after thinning them, and
additional planks sewn on to create a larger hull.®

In the Pacific, the dugout canoe lasted longer, and evolved to a higher
complexity. The dugout hull was connected with either a second hull or an
outrigger, and a platform built on the booms that connect them. Double-hull and
outrigger canoes have been fitted with sails of pandanus matting for centuries. In
Europe the dugout canoe was replaced by hide-covered craft and by wooden
hulls stitched or pegged together.

Through the Neolithic period, it is likely that mariners brought food with them
that required no preparation.

The Bronze and Iron Ages in Northern Europe

The distribution of different types of bronze axes and other types of tools
indicates even greater maritime activity in northern and western Europe. Rock
carvings of boats in Scandinavia are open to interpretation, but may portray
paddled vessels similar to umiaks. The Hjortspring boat, found in the Danish
island of Als and dating to circa 200 B.C., is constructed of wood in a manner
that suggests it was modeled on a hide-covered boat. It was over forty-three feet
long, six feet wide, and was probably paddled.® A bronze razor from Honum in
Denmark shows a boat with what might be a mast and sail, though it could be a
leafy branch held up to catch the wind from astern.’

During the Bronze Age, there is evidence for expanded maritime activity in
northern Europe. Irish curraghs, probably rowed and possibly sailed, carried
Irish gold and bronze artifacts across the Irish Sea and possibly much further.?
The first-century B.C. Irish gold model boat known as the “Broighter Boat” may
represent a seagoing curragh with a mast and yard, thwarts, fourteen oars, and a
steering oar.’



Meanwhile in the South

Pictures of boats found in Nubia and Egypt are believed to be over 6,000 years
old. These pictures are challenging to interpret, but are believed by many to
represent boats made of papyrus bundles, propelled by paddles. By the period
3400-3000 B.C. there is evidence of boats of wood in addition to those of
papyrus. Some of these have bipod masts stepped well forward, supporting a
single square sail. The earliest Egyptian vessels of wood employed an
extraordinary method of construction: short planks were fastened edge-to-edge
with hourglass-shaped wedges and pegs. This was probably a way of using local
wood, which was from relatively small acacia and sycamore trees. Later on, the
Egyptians imported wood in longer billets from what is now Syria and
Lebanon.'® It has been suggested that pegged-and-wedged wooden vessels of this
type were built on the Nile, then dismantled, transported in pieces overland, and
reassembled and launched in the Red Sea, perhaps sailing on to the Arabian Sea.

Oars are an important evolutionary step forward from paddles, as the use of a
fulcrum on the gunwale of the boat allows more efficient transfer of energy to
the water. Oars and sails appear on Egyptian bas-reliefs of their boats in the
period 3400-3000 B.C."

By the Dynastic Period in Egyptian history (from ca. 3100 B.C.) the Egyptians
were building sailing vessels, and were trading with other Mediterranean and
Asian peoples. There are models of Nile boats from this period, some boats from
near the pyramid of Sesostris III known as the Dahshur boats, and a magnificent
43.4-meter boat (about 142 feet), built of long planks of Lebanese cedar, found
buried disassembled south of the pyramid of Cheops, known as the “Cheops
Boat.”"?

Meanwhile, in the Aegean there appears to have been cultural interaction
between Crete and the Greek mainland as far back as 3400 B.C. Pictures and
models have been found dating back as far as 2800 B.C., which may represent a
shaped dugout with sides stitched on." Around 3300 B.C. the Dorians arrived in
Greece in narrow rowed galleys, with iron weapons and tools. Around 1400 B.C.
Crete was invaded from the mainland, and the survivors fled to Cyprus and other
parts of the eastern Mediterranean. From at least this point on there is a thriving
Cypriot maritime culture, represented by shipwrecks as well as other evidence.'*

Cooking Ashore in Homer’s Odyssey



Homer’s Odyssey suggests that during the age when this oral epic was written
down, Greek vessels routinely stopped at islands to replenish their water supplies
and to prepare food, probably by cooking it on the beach. In Book Ten, when
Odysseus’s ship was blown back to Aeolus’s island a second time, the crew went
ashore and brought back water. They ate a quick meal “beside the ships.” After
all of them had something to eat and drink, Odysseus set off for Aeolus’s
palace.”> While he does not specifically say the quick meal was cooked, this
seems logical, as they went ashore to eat it. It would appear that in Homer’s day,
ships regularly made landfall to replenish their drinking water, cook, and eat.



The Phoenicians

From circa 1500 to 70 B.C., a mercantile empire based in what is today the coast
of Lebanon thrived in Mediterranean trade. Lebanese cedar and other
commodities were carried in Phoenician merchant ships, which were protected
by fleets of fighting galleys. Little is known of the food on these ships, but it
probably resembled that aboard Cypriot vessels of the same era.'® An early
Phoenician shipwreck, a Late Bronze Age vessel that sank around 1200 B.C.
near Cape Gelidonya, Turkey, yielded a variety of personal items in the stern.
These included a Canaanite terracotta oil lamp, a merchant’s seal, measuring
weights, a knucklebone, and olive pits, evidently spat into the bilge by the
crew.’

Carthage, a Phoenician satellite colony on the northern coastline of Africa,
continued to be a thriving competitor to the Romans, until destroyed by them.



Shipwrecks in the Aegean

From circa 1300 B.C. on, there are additional shipwrecks to study from the
Aegean and Mediterranean seas, and these offer some clues of what sort of food
might have been eaten, and how and where prepared, on these voyages. The
basic Mediterranean diet in that era was based on wheat, barley, olive oil,
cheese, and wine. These foods, supplemented with fresh fish caught at sea and
possibly fresh game killed ashore, are the likely staples of shipboard food in the
ancient Mediterranean and Aegean.

The Uluburun shipwreck, found off the southwestern coast of Turkey, appears
to have been carrying treasure or tribute, as its cargo includes luxury goods from
such diverse origins as Sicily, Egypt, and the Baltic. Dendrochronology and the
presence of Egyptian scarabs in the cargo suggest a date sometime after 1305
B.C. It is believed that the Uluburun ship left a Cypriot or Phoenician port,
possibly headed for a Mycenaean palace in mainland Greece. The vessel was
between 15 and 16 meters (49-53 feet) long, constructed of Lebanese cedar in a
shell with reinforcing lateral frames added later, and probably carried a sail.'®

The cargo included copper and tin ingots; jars containing glass beads, olives,
Pistacia resin, and glass beads; glass ingots, precious stones, Baltic amber, a gold
scarab, blackwood (ebony), elephant ivory, hippopotamus teeth, ostrich
eggshells, Cypriot pottery and oil lamps, a trumpet, assorted weapons, pan
balance weights, assorted foodstuffs and much more. The food materials
included almonds, pine nuts, figs, olives, grapes, safflower, black cumin, sumac,
coriander, whole pomegranates, and a few grains of charred wheat and barley.
The cereal grains at least are likely to have been food intended for consumption
on the trip, while the more luxurious food items and spices are more likely to
have been part of the valuable cargo.'?

A sixth-century B.C. shipwreck of a laced-together Hellenic vessel off the
coast of Pabuc Burnu, Turkey, yielded grape and olive pits that were probably
cargo, but also some ceramic bowls, cups, and pitchers which were probably
used for food by the vessel’s crew.?

A later shipwreck is the fifth-century B.C. wreck known by its find-place, an
Israeli coastal kibbutz, as the Ma’agan Michael ship. The wreck was excavated
and conserved by the University of Haifa. This vessel, of Cypriot origin, was
about thirty-seven feet long, built with Cypriot copper nails, and carried an
elegant single-fluke anchor. Among the many ceramic items recovered from the
wreck are a water jar, a ceramic cooking pot, and remnants of food, including



grape, fig, olive, and barley. The food items are believed to have originated in
southwestern Turkey; while they may have been cargo, there is a strong
possibility that some of the food, and possibly the water jug and ceramic cooking
pot, were for the use of the crew during the voyage.*

Another shipwreck of this era was found near Chios, in the Aegean Sea near
the Turkish coast, and is believed to date to around 350 B.C. Chios has been the
site of naval battles, massacres, and other dramatic events spanning several
millennia. This particular shipwreck is interesting in that the vessel sank with a
cargo of wine and flavored olive oil. The olive oil was in large amphorae, and
thus was more likely to have been cargo than crew food; but the oil, originating
in Cyprus and containing oregano, might have been something that Cypriot
mariners of this era ate at sea. It has been suggested that the oregano may not
only have imparted flavor to the oil, but helped it keep longer as well.?

One of the most famous early shipwrecks is the “Kyrenia Ship,” also Cypriot, a
sailing vessel about forty-seven feet long. This vessel appears to have sunk
around 300 B.C., when the vessel had enjoyed a service life of about eighty
years. The Kyrenia cargo included over 400 amphorae of wine, evidently from
Rhodes, Samos, and elsewhere, 29 millstones and about 9,000 almonds. The
crew probably fished for at least some of their food, as about 300 fishing weights
were found in her bow. There are cooking implements, consisting of a bronze
cauldron and a “large casserole pot.” Apparently these were used in cooking
crew food ashore, in the manner suggested by Homer’s Odyssey. There are also
eating implements: four wooden spoons, four oil jugs, four salt dishes, and four
drinking cups. It would appear that the crew numbered four on her final voyage,
and that each had a spoon, oil jug, salt dish, and drinking cup.?

The Kyrenia ship was excavated in the 1960s and is displayed in Kyrenia,
Cyprus. Several replicas have been constructed, and the Kyrenia ship is shown
on Cypriot coins. She is probably one of the best known of ancient ships.

The evidence up to this time in the Mediterranean and Aegean seas suggests
food prepared ashore, at least for vessels under sixty feet long. There are
indications that the Romans may have built cooking galleys into some of their
small vessels, for example “Chretienne C,” a small merchantman fifteen to
sixteen meters (49 to 53 feet) long from the second century B.C., which
apparently had a tile-roofed galley in the bow.?* This is support for the idea that
constructions for preparing food on board date back to at least this date.

The Romans built sailing cargo-carrying vessels much larger than these, and it
seems likely that they built on-board cooking facilities on their large vessels.



Enormous sailing ships were built to carry grain from North Africa, Egypt, and
Asia Minor to Imperial Rome; these are believed to have ranged in size from 340
to 400 tons by around A.D. 200. These ships carried the grain that allowed Rome
to issue a dolus (origin of the English expression “the dole”) or distribution of
free bread to 200,000 male citizens of Rome, many of whom were probably the
sons of out-of-work small farmers.>> The big grain ships would have had plenty
of space for cooking facilities. In the absence of more Roman archaeological
evidence, the question of on-board cooking arrangements for Roman ships
remains an intriguing mystery.2®

At the time of writing, the Roman shipwreck found in the mud of Varazze, an
Italian fishing village near Genoa, is still an intriguing mystery. The wreck
includes amphorae full of food articles, still sealed with their pine-and-pitch caps
intact. Chances are that these are cargo rather than food for the crew, but it will
be interesting to see what else comes to light as this wreck is investigated.?’

The Yassi Ada Shipwreck: A Conclusive Ship’s Galley

Conclusive evidence of a ship’s galley comes from a vessel of the Byzantine
period. This vessel was found near an older fourth-century shipwreck off the
island of Yassi Ada in the southeastern Aegean, near the Turkish coast. Coins
found in the wreck indicate that her last voyage occurred around 625 or A.D.
626. The vessel was built in the planks-first method of older shipwrecks in the
region, with an unusually fine bow and a rather sleek beam-to-length ratio of
1:4. She was about twenty-and-a-half meters (67 feet) long, and is estimated to
have been about sixty tons burden.

For Byzantine vessels of this era, there is more documentary evidence available
than is the case for earlier maritime activity. The seventh-century or slightly later
Rhodian Sea Law laid down guidelines for different crew members and their
pay. These included a naukleros, shipowner or captain, who received two shares
of the profit. Next came the kybernetes, or helmsman; the proreus, or “prow-
man” (perhaps a lookout, fisherman, or anchor handler), the naupegos or ship’s
carpenter; and the karabites, or boatswain. Each of these received a share-and-a-
half. The nautai, or seamen, each received a single share. Last, and indeed least
in terms of pay, was the paraskharites, the keeper of the hearth or grill, who
received but half a share of the profit. Some scholars have questioned whether
the paraskharites was indeed a cook, but it seems logical, especially in the case
of a vessel such as the Yassi Ada vessel, which had an on-board galley.?



Several of these ranks are mentioned in literature earlier than A.D. 600. Some
ranks specific to oared galleys, such as the keleustes, who was responsible for
commanding the strokes of the galley oarsmen; and the epibatai, marines or
warriers; toicharchoi or side-chiefs who were probably the stroke oarsmen on
both sides; and auletes or trieraules, who played the aulos or other musical
instrument to synchronize the oar strokes.?

The galley of the Yassi Ada vessel had an ingenious and intricate construction,
which suggests that it may have been the product of a long evolution. The galley
occupies a space in the stern, surmounted by a little deckhouse from which the
smoke could exit the hold. The galley occupied a deck area just three by one-
and-a-half meters (10 by 5 feet). The cooking facility was a wooden platform
covered with about twenty-five hearth tiles twenty-three to twenty-four
centimeters square. The tiles were found in association with iron bars that may
have formed a grill to hold the cooking pots off the fire, or could have served to
hold cauldrons in place. The hearth tiles, like the ceramic pantiles that covered
the deckhouse, are mismatched, and appear to be scrounged from a variety of
sources. A charming detail of one hearth tile is a partial footprint of a human
infant. The hearth is estimated to have been one by three-quarters of a meter, big
enough for two large cauldrons found in the wreck.*

This vessel probably carried passengers, as more than twenty cooking pots,
some blackened by fire, were found near the galley tiles.*! The likelihood of this
vessel carrying passengers as well as cargo would explain why a significant part
of the vessel was dedicated to on-board food preparation.



Sailing Curraghs

When the Vikings arrived in the Faeroe Islands late in the eighth century, there
were Irish clerics already there, who had introduced sheep to the islands.*
Something similar occurred in the Shetlands and in Iceland. The Irish presence
lingers in these locations in place names that include “pap” or “papar,” the Norse
name for Irish monks. According to the legends of St. Brendan, the Irish
settlement of these and other far-flung islands was accomplished in sailing
curraghs, hide-covered boats that were rowed and sailed. The 1976—-1977 voyage
of Tim Severin and his companions in the sailing curragh Brendan II drew
attention to the possibilities of colonizing voyages by Irish clerics. What food
the Irish curraghmen of this remote age ate remains a mystery, but is likely to
have included grain and probably some dairy products as well. It is very unlikely
that any cooking was done on hide boats, but there is the possibility of these
Irish clerics going ashore to cook.



The Viking Age

The Vikings, raiders and traders who came swooping out of Scandinavia in the
early Middle Ages, are known by several ship burials, as well as other ship finds.
The Nydam and Kvalsund boats, both slender clinker-built (where the edges of
the planking overlap) rowing vessels of the fourth and seventh centuries,
represent the evolution of the Viking longship.*® The Oseberg ship, a
magnificently decorated ninth-century vessel probably intended for relatively
sheltered waters, was the sarcophagus of a wealthy woman, and is filled with
rich grave goods intended for the afterlife of the deceased. Among these is a
folding iron tripod and riveted iron cauldron.** A more seaworthy burial ship is
the tenth-century Gokstad ship, the vessel most people imagine when they
visualize a “Viking Ship.” A replica of the Gokstad ship, built in 1893, sailed the
Atlantic in twenty-eight days.*

The Oseberg and Gokstad ships are the best-known Viking vessels, but there
are others. Later Viking vessels show a greater degree of specialization, with
sleek narrow longships that carried sail but were designed primarily for fighting
under oars; and, pictured and described though rarely found, deeper and beamier
craft, called knarr or knorr, for carrying cargoes long distances under sail.*

Matsveina: A Viking Sea Cook

This Norse term, usually translated as “journeyman cook” is a term that appears
in the eleventh century. Eyrbyggerne’s saga stated that the men would draw lots
to see who was to prepare food for the ship: “in those days it was not the custom
for traders to have journeyman cooks, but those who ate together cast lots every
single day as to which of them should prepare food.” Later in the same century,
the job was given to one specific man, who earned wages for this work. By that
time, many vessels towed an “afterboat” or tender astern, and the matsveina,
possibly joined by a few assistants, could row ashore in the tender, taking a
cooking pot, perhaps a tripod, and empty water casks. If the shore was not
wooded and there was no driftwood available, they would have needed to bring
firewood as well. Food could have been cooked on the beach while some of the
shore party searched for fresh water to refill the water casks. Norwegian legal
regulations specify three trips ashore per day for the cook: one to collect water,
and two to prepare meals.*

On the ships, it was customary to keep a lidded water trough, from which the
crew could take water, a normal consumption of at least four liters per man per



day. Casks were used to bring the water on board, and it has been suggested that
for longships and early Viking vessels, these needed to be relatively small to fit
in the available shipboard spaces. Royal ships sometimes carried beer, but water
was the normal beverage on most Viking-age vessels.*®

It would appear that the normal procedure for Scandinavian trading/raiding
vessels of the Viking era was, like Odysseus and probably the crew of the
Kyrenia and other early Aegean and Mediterranean vessels, to make regular
stops on islands or coasts, replenishing water supplies and cooking food on the
beach. Collecting and carrying firewood would have been more essential in the
north than in southern Europe, as wood was scarcer on northern beaches. When
raiding or trading within the British Isles, there were plenty of islands in the
Shetlands, Orkneys, Hebrides, and elsewhere where the Vikings could anchor,
haul up on the beach and/or send an “afterboat” ashore to collect fresh water and
cook hot food.

That firewood was used is made clear in the Greenland Saga. When Bjarni
Herjolfsson and his crew were blown off course on their way to Greenland in
985 or 986, they found a coast “covered with small wooden knolls,” and later a
country “level and well wooded.” These were probably places in North America.
Bjarni’s crew, wanting to go ashore, “claimed they were short of wood and
water.” He insisted they wanted for neither, and refused to go ashore. The fact
that his crew wanted to go ashore for firewood as well as water indicates that
they planned to do some cooking; if not on board, then perhaps at the next
landfall.*



Foods

Food eaten on Viking voyages was called nest, farnest (voyage-food), or hafnest
(sea-food, i.e., food eaten at sea). This was cooked in a riveted pot, like the one
found with a tripod aboard the Oseberg ship burial. According to Magnus
Erlingsson’s saga this included porridge, flour, and butter. Sometimes dried
slices of fatty halibut, dried cod (probably skreidh or hardhfiskur, different
versions of stockfish, air-dried cod), and bread were carried as well. The crew
was to receive a ration of barley meal and butter, equivalent to 880 grams of
meal and 285 grams of butter.*°

Long-Distance Voyaging

There remains the question of what Scandinavians did when sailing to and from
Iceland, Greenland, and North America, where there are few small islands to
visit on the way. For the vessels used for these voyages, there are fewer
examples of actual ships to study. Skuldelev 1, one of five vessels deliberately
sunk to form a barrier in Roskildefjord, Denmark, in the eleventh century, is the
only surviving example of a deep-draft seagoing Viking-age Scandinavian
sailing vessel. Skuldelev 1 shows no evidence of a galley. Vessels on these long
voyages must have carried greater water capacity than longships and coasting
traders; whether larger water casks or a greater number of small ones.

The Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde, Denmark, hosts not only the five
eleventh-century vessels recovered from the fjord, but an active program of
building replicas of these vessels and others from the Viking era. In an intriguing
piece of experimental archaeology, Anton Engbert and other crew members of
Bialy Kon (White Horse), a reconstruction of the tenth-century Slavic vessel
Ralswiek 2, placed a large cauldron, like the one found aboard the Oseberg ship
burial, on the ballast stones, then lit a fire inside the cauldron, and cooked food
in a smaller cauldron set inside the large one. Using this method, the crew
succeeded in cooking their food without burning themselves or their vessel.*!
This technique can be used only in relative calm, and there is no direct evidence
that it was in use in historical times. However the fact that it can be done, in a
vessel and with a cooking pot of Viking-era design, suggests that it might have
been tried, when there were no islands available on which to go ashore and cook
a meal on the beach.

If the cauldron-as-firebox-set-on-ballast-stones method of the Bialy Kon crew
was used on the long trips to Iceland, Greenland, and North America, it would



explain why Bjarni Herjolfsson’s crew wanted to collect firewood on the
mysterious shore they sighted.



The Lateen Sail

Meanwhile in the Mediterranean, a new sail design evolved. In the Roman era
some vessels, mostly smaller ones, were equipped with fore-and-aft sails of
“spritsail” or triangular type.** Yassi Ada I, the fourth-century vessel found near
the Byzantine vessel with a galley, is probably the earliest wreck that evidences
lateen rig. After the fall of the Western Roman Empire, the square sail was
gradually replaced in these waters by the triangular lateen sail. The lateen sail
allowed sailing vessels of all types to sail closer to the wind, that is to make
more headway into the wind. This trait, though at the expense of performance
before the wind, made the lateen sail the preferred design in Mediterranean and
Arabian waters for several hundred years.*



Arabian Dhows

Among the craft built with lateen sails is the dhow of Arabia. Arabian dhows
and other craft have carried cargos in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean for
centuries. Using foods similar to those in use in the ancient Mediterranean, and
using navigation techniques that incorporated elements of astronomy, Arabian
seafarers may have ventured as far as the coast of China. A voyage of this nature
was made in 1980-1981 by Tim Severin. In the Sohar, a recreated ninth-century
dhow built in Oman, Severin and his crew sailed to India and then to Canton,
China.



Polynesian and Micronesian Voyagers

The settlement of the islands of Polynesia and Micronesia ranks as one of the
most outstanding accomplishments of early mariners. Excavations in the
Ha’atuatua Valley of Mika Hiva in the Marquesas Islands offer a detailed picture
of life of early Polynesian settlers there, who arrived some time between 130
B.C. and A.D. 370. It is evident that these pioneers brought the pig, the dog, and
(perhaps inadvertently) the rat with them. It is possible that they brought the
jungle cock, valued for its bright feathers, as these were present in Mika Hiva by
A.D. 1100. Coconuts, taro, yams, and breadfruit were evidently brought with
them as well, as the Ha’atuatua Valley artifacts include tools to process these.
Fishbones and the shells of edible shellfish litter the site, along with mother-of-
pearl fishhooks and red, unpainted pottery. Some of these foods may have been
eaten on the journey, and in any case all of them were cargo for the early
Polynesian settlers of the Marquesas.*

Certain island people have continued to make long interisland trips in
traditional sailing outrigger canoes, and it is interesting to study the list of
materials taken on board. On Puluwat Atoll, Caroline Islands, in the 1960s and
until the present, these include an open iron box (usually scavenged from
wrecked Japanese World War II equipment) for cooking fish caught at sea. This
is filled with sand on shorter trips, or left empty on longer ones. Dried coconut
husks are carried for cooking fuel. Fishlines and hooks are carried, both for
trolling and for use as handlines. A large bottle or glass float is filled with
emergency drinking water. The foods carried on voyages are familiar foods
ashore: fresh taro and fresh breadfruit pounded and packed in big breadfruit
leaves the morning of departure; preserved breadfruit (for a long trip); ripe,
unopened coconuts to eat; and younger green coconuts primarily to drink.*
When sailing to Pikelot, the voyagers bring three-to-six live turtles back home
with them. Fish is considered the property of the crew that caught it, but in
Puluwat the turtle meat is regarded as community property, divided by the
traditional senior chief among all the households and any visitors on the island.*

The sheet metal box to cook fish is a remarkable piece of gear, one that would
have been instantly familiar to the crews that accompanied Magellan and
Columbus, who also cooked in metal fireboxes filled with sand. Of course the
metal is a postcontact material, which poses the question of how, or if, pre-
contact Pacific Islanders might have cooked the fish they caught. It is possible
that pre-contact voyaging canoes did have provision for cooking fires, even



before sheet metal was available. A seventeenth-century European drawing of a
large double canoe off the Tuamotu Islands (in present-day French Polynesia)
clearly shows a cooking fire on the forward end of the platform.* If this picture
is accurate, it suggests that Polynesians sometimes cooked food on large double
canoes.



Javanese Mariners

A carved frieze on a ninth-century A.D. Buddhist temple in Borobodur, Java,
shows what appears to be an enormous canoe or vessel with an outrigger. A
vessel this size certainly carried a substantial food supply, and could have
carried equipment for cooking on board. This would certainly be a fruitful field
for some scholar to research.*

The Catalan-Aragonese Fleet in the War of the Sicilian Vespers

Galleys, narrow fast rowed vessels designed to ram and board their opponents,
continued to dominate naval warfare in the medieval Mediterranean, as they had
since Classical Antiquity. Between 1282 and 1293, fleets of Catalan-Aragonese
galleys battled Charles of Anjou’s galleys over control of Sicily and nearby
strategic areas, in the War of the Sicilian Vespers. The records of the Catalan-
Aragonese fleet were meticulous, and many of them survived, offering a detailed
picture of medieval galley warfare.

The galleys themselves were much like Classical Roman galleys: long, low,
and lean. They had a ram in the bow; and in this era, a pair of steering oars rather
than a single stern rudder. The stern rudder was a Northern invention whose
adoption in the Mediterranean was gradual. The shape of the sail, lateen now
rather than square, was the most obvious change from the galleys of a
millennium before. A more subtle change is that most of the soldiers aboard
were now crossbowmen. In this period, service at the galley oars was a form of
military service performed by free men; the practice of enslaving captured
enemies to row galleys came later, in the sixteenth century. The typical Catalan-
Aragonese galleys had 116 oars, and a crew of 150.%

The Catalan-Aragonese fleet kept detailed records of food aboard their galleys
in this campaign. The food issues are fairly typical of those in other
Mediterranean fleets of the thirteenth century. The food issue to crewmen was
divided into three parts:

1. Potu: drink.
2. Panatica: Biscuit.
3. Companagius: cheese, meat, salsa.>

The drink was red or white wine, varying a great deal in its alcohol content and
source. It appears that the Catalan and Sicilian galley crews were more temperate
than their Angevin counterparts. During this campaign, the Catalan-Aragonese



crews received a wine ration between 0.3 and 0.4 liters of wine a day, while their
adversaries were issued over two liters of wine a day.>

The biscuits deserve some special mention, as they were a staple of shipboard
food in this era, and for centuries to come. Known as biscotti because they were
baked twice, they were a concentrated hard bread that would keep a long time at
sea. The delicious mildly sweet biscotti modern Italians dip in coffee, as well as
military hard tack, pilot crackers, and various forms of dry hard bread, are all
descended from the biscotti of the Medieval Mediterranean. Biscuit (as biscotti
came to be called in French and English) is described as “a very light bread for
transport because it is baked twice and lasts longer than others and does not
spoil.” The biscotti were kept in cloth bags that were “painted,” perhaps a
waterproofing to make the bags something like oilcloth, with special ties called
guarniti.>

The remaining issue probably varied from day to day, as it did on the “meat
days,” “fish days,” and “cheese days” in Spanish service three centuries later. A
fourteenth-century Consolat del Mar specifies a system in which the men
received meat on Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday; on the other days they
received companatge, defined as “cheese, or onion, or sardines or other fish.”>?
Another system of alternation specified that on some days, half the crew
received meat, the other only meat broth: on Sunday everybody receiving meat.
Fish are hardly mentioned in the Sicilian Vespers accounts, so it may be that
fresh fish were caught, or dried, or purchased. In some cases, the men received
meat in their salsa on Fridays and Saturdays.>*

The cheese was probably something like pecorino sardo, an uncooked hard
cheese made from fresh whole sheep’s milk, curdled with lamb or kid rennet,
lightly smoked, and then kept in cool cellars to ripen, and baked to produce a
rind.*

The salsa deserves special mention as well. This was nothing like the fresh
tomato-based salsa picante that is a feature of Mexican and other Latin
American cuisines today. The salsa served aboard thirteenth-century galleys was
more of a stew, combining fava beans (also known as horse beans or broad
beans), chickpeas, olive oil, garlic, onions, salt, and spice (possibly ginger, or
perhaps whatever was available). On some days, it also included a small (about
ten grams per man) issue of salt meat, which probably obviated the salt.”® The
salsa is interesting as well because the fava beans were cooked together with the
other ingredients, something which appears not to have been the practice in
thirteenth-century Spain ashore.”” In the extremely crowded conditions aboard



fighting galleys of that time, cooking was probably performed in a single pot
over a single fire, which caused the beans, inedible without cooking, to be
combined with the other ingredients of the salsa.

Salt meat was a staple of the galley crews, probably beef or pork soaked in
brine. On days when they did not receive meat, some galley crewmen were
usually issued “cheese, or onion, or sardines or other fish.”>®

Rowers in the Mediterranean required prodigious amounts of water, estimated
at eight liters a day. Water spoilage was a problem for the Christian galley fleets:
there are accounts of water spoiling on trips of only sixteen days. The
combination of high water consumption by rowers and water spoilage limited
the range of medieval galley fleets, and was a significant factor in strategic and
tactical planning. In this regard, Muslim fleets of this period had an advantage,
as they still used ceramic amphorae for their water supply. The vegetes or water
butts used by the Christians may have been lighter and less fragile, but they did
not keep water fresh as long as the Muslim amphorae.

It is clear that even in the extremely cramped conditions of a thirteenth-century
galley, the salsa was cooked on board. The cooking facilities must have had
capacity sufficient to cook salsa for 150 men at a time. Whether similar to the
tiled platform of the Yassi Ada wreck six centuries earlier, or more like the
sheet-iron firebox of Columbus’s caravels 200 years later, the galleys of the
Catalan-Aragonese fleet (and presumably the Angevin fleet as well) must have
had facilities for on-board cooking. Fourteenth-century merchant galleys had
dedicated brick hearths on the main deck, and it could be that a similar
arrangement prevailed in the war galleys of the previous century.

The State Archives of Venice include fourteenth-century decisions and decrees
of the Consiglio dei Rogati, many of which touch on the problems of manning
and provisioning the galley fleet. Shortages of biscotti were chronic, with
biscuits coming from as far away as Bulgaria. It has been estimated that in the
Venetian campaign in the Bosporus in the 1350s, something like 56 percent of
the cost of the entire campaign was spent on provisions.*® This no doubt
contributed to the decline of the rowing galley following the inflation of food
prices in Europe during the second half of the sixteenth century.



Developments in Sailing Ship Design

While rowing galleys remained little changed from their early medieval form,
European sailing ships continued to evolve. In the Mediterranean, ships were
built by “carvel” construction, with a keel, stem-and sternposts, then frames or
“ribs”: the planking was then laid on edge to edge. In northern Europe, square
sails predominated along with clinker construction, in which the planks were
overlapped, and ribs added afterward. The stern rudder replaced steering oars in
northern Europe from circa 1200, gaining acceptance more slowly in the
Mediterranean. By this time most sailing vessels had their hulls covered by a
full-length deck, with platforms added at the stern and sometimes the bow.
These platforms eventually merged with the hull to become fore and after decks
or “castles.” By circa 1400 vessels were built with more than one mast, which
often combined square and lateen sails, for better performance before or on the
wind.®

The Hanseatic League and the Cog

Several German trading towns banded together around 1200 to form a merchant
association which dominated northern European trade. The Hanseatic ports used
a variety of different vessels, but most typically the cog, a vessel with straight
stem-and sternposts, a deep capacious hold, fore-and after-castles on the larger
and later examples, and a single mast with a square sail. Documents relating to
the crews of cogs specify a cook who cooked for both watches; in one case he is
the eleventh of an eleven-man crew. Excavated cogs show evidence of a cooking
hearth, a narrow wooden chest filled with clay. The horizontal surface of this
chest is sometimes found covered with a layer of bricks on which the fire was
built, and on which ceramic or metal cooking pots were placed. Thus we see in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries a well-established northern European
tradition of a designated cook in the crew list, and a permanent cooking hearth
built into vessels of middling or larger size.®



Icelandic Stockfish

Atlantic cod is a versatile fish for long-term storage. Because of its lack of fat, it
does not spoil as quickly as other fish, which makes it an excellent candidate for
air-drying. It is no surprise that once Vikings established a colony in the North
Atlantic in Iceland, they developed a way to preserve cod which requires no salt,
a commodity in short supply for the Icelandic settlement. Stockfish, called
skreidh in Old Norse and Icelandic, is cod which has been cleaned and filleted;
the fillets are hung outside to be dried in the wind, sun, and air. There are
variations on the process, for example hardhfiskur, a traditional Icelandic
delicacy.

The eating habits of Christian Europe made Iceland a viable supplier of food to
much of Medieval Europe. Observant Christians ate no meat on Friday, usually
eating fish instead. Those with local sources of fresh fish used them, but much of
Europe depended on stockfish from Iceland. Both the Hanseatic League and the
English engaged in regular trade with Iceland, bringing back shiploads of
stockfish for Europe’s Friday meals. Stockfish, a long-lasting dry food, also
became a staple of food consumed at sea by Europeans, particularly in the
north.®

This fifteenth-century English poem, “Libelle of Englyshe Polycye” is about
the Iceland trade. As the poem states, “there isn’t much to say about Iceland,
except concerning stockfish.” “By needle and by stone” refers to a magnetic

compass, its iron needle magnetized by a lodestone.

Of Yseland to wryte is lytill need

Save of stokfische; yit for soothe in ded

Out of Bristow and costis many one

Men have practised by nedle and by stone
Thiderwardes wythine a lytel whylle,
Withine xij yeres, and wythoute parille,
Gone and comen, as men were wonte of olde

Of Scarborough, unto the costes colde.5*

The Hundred Years War Between England and France

Provisioning records exist for both sides during this protracted conflict, which
included the sea battle at Sluys in 1340. An account of French naval expenditure
from 1346 includes payments to nearly fifty small victuallers who brought
supplies to Calais.®> Rouen was a major center of French naval supply, and
documents from 1355 to 1385 include supplies of eating, cooking, and drinking



utensils; biscuit, water or other beverage; oil, barley, candles, and dressings for
wounds. The officers and crossbowmen also received beef, pork, wine, salted or
dried fish, dried peas and beans, salt, onions, and garlic. Twenty-one ships from
Harfleur, one from St. Valery, and thirty-two Spanish ships received one or two
barrels of biscuit per ship in 1385.% While most of the French accounts and
records concern biscuit, Jean d’Hopital’s account for 1346-1347 also mentions
fifty small cheeses.®’

During the reign of Henry V of England, Southampton was built up as a center
of English naval supply.® English ships at that time were victualed (provisioned)
with bread and flour, beef, mutton, salt meat, salt and fresh fish, beer and wine.
Thomas Gylle of Dartmouth, commissioned by Henry VI to make a voyage to
Gascony in 1440 in the Christopher with a crew of ninety-three, documented the
following provisions: flour, fifty-four pipes (barrels) of beer, twenty-seven beef
carcasses, salt fish including ling, hake and chelyng, some extra salt, and four
bushels of oatmeal.*

These accounts suggest some differences between French and English food
preferences at sea. The English provisions include beer or wine, while the
French specify wine. Onions and garlic appear in French provisions, and oatmeal
in English ones.

Zheng He and the Chinese Treasure Fleets

China experienced periods of greater and lesser maritime activity, and the
Chinese produced large seaworthy vessels during the Tang (A.D. 618-907) and
Song (A.D. 960-1279) dynasties, which carried cargoes to and from Southeast
Asia and even the Indian Ocean. The design of Chinese ships and sails made
them perform better before the wind than on the wind; but as the seasonal
monsoons in East Asian waters often blow in opposing directions, it was
possible to plan long trips so that most of the winds would be favorable on both
legs of the voyage.

During the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644), large fleets commanded by the admiral
Zheng He and others sailed into the Indian Ocean, bringing back live giraffes
and other cargo from the east coast of Africa. Gavin Menzies has proposed the
Chinese may have gone much further afield in the 1420s, a thesis that could
explain many archaeological and cartographical mysteries that defy other
explanation. Whatever the scope of their exploration and discovery, the Ming
Dynasty fleets are said to have developed ingenious methods of providing fresh
food on long voyages, such as sprouting soybeans, and keeping ginger plants in



pots. Fresh ginger is an excellent antiscorbutic, rich in vitamin C and A; it is also
reputed to be effective against motion sickness. The Chinese carried fruit:
pomelos (also known as shaddock) and other fruit. They are believed to have
brought trained otters which worked in pairs to drive fish into nets, and to have
kept frogs in tubs and other livestock in pens. Unpolished rice is rich in vitamin
B1, which would help to prevent beri beri.

The Chinese have a long tradition of preserving vegetables, which would have
been very helpful on long voyages. Debate continues on just how far the Ming
Dynasty fleets traveled, but it is clear that fifteenth-century Chinese capacities
for feeding crews on long voyages were equal to the task. From a dietary
standpoint, Chinese mariners of this era were probably better prepared for long
voyages without landfall than were their European counterparts.”

The Demise of the War Galley

During the sixteenth century, war galleys became larger and larger in the
Mediterranean. Instead of one man per oar, massive oars were operated by five
rowers apiece, which made life particularly miserable for the man on the inboard
end of an oar. Christian (mostly Spanish, Venetian, and Genoese) and Muslim
galley fleets clashed, most famously in the Battle of Lepanto in 1571, in which
the Christian fleet defeated the fleet of the Ottoman Turks. In this period, it
became common (though not universal) to use enslaved captives as oarsman;
thus, a large portion of the rowers in Christian galleys were Muslim, and vice
versa. Galley rowers were quartered ashore in barracks or bagni: the bagno of
Algiers included room for Christian services, while the bagno of Livorno
included a mosque.”

The food of galley crews in the sixteenth century differed little from that of the
thirteenth. In 1538, the prescribed rations for a ciurma (oarsman) in the Sicilian
galleys of the Spanish fleet consisted of twenty-six ounces of biscotti per day,
four ounces of meat three times a week, substituted by a salsa or stew on the
remaining four days. The price of food rose steadily throughout sixteenth-
century Western Europe. The meat ration declined as the century wore on; and
as the price of food increased, galley fleets became increasingly expensive to
maintain. For this and other reasons, the rowed ramming warships that
dominated the Mediterranean and Aegean for over four millennia were replaced
by warships of new design.”?



Salt Herring and Salt Cod

Herring bones have been found in Danish sites from circa 3000 B.C., so herring
has a long history in the North European diet. Because of its fattiness, herring
must either be consumed or salted quite soon after it is caught. In or about 1350,
the Dutch developed a technique of pickling herring in brine, according to
legend the invention of Wilhelm Beuckelzon, a fisherman or fishmonger from
Zeeland or from Flanders.”? Whether packed in dry salt or pickled in brine, the
herring industry created an enormous demand for salt. In medieval Denmark,
Finland, and elsewhere, salt was produced by evaporating seawater into a dense
brine, then boiling the brine to produce crystal salt. In the late Middle Ages, the
Hanseatic League controlled salt supplies and in some cases traded salt for salted
herring.

The Baltic herring stocks waned during the Middle Ages, and the herring
shoals of the North Sea took on more importance, with both the Dutch and the
English developing fleets of specialized fishing craft for this seasonal catch. The
Dutch called their long, narrow herring craft buises, (usually anglicized as
“buss”). These vessels caught the fish in drift nets, then processed them and
packed them in barrels on board. The herring busses doubled as small cargo-
carriers between herring seasons. The Dutch purchased salt produced from
seawater in the time-honored manner of evaporating and boiling, from Portugal
and from salt-works in Fife on the east coast of Scotland. Herring busses were
resupplied by herring jagers (hunting boats) that would purchase the packed
herring from the busses, and resupply them with barrels, salt, and provisions.”
An English pamphlet from 1614 describes the provisions of a Dutch herring buss
as beer, bread, butter, bacon, and peas.”” It is likely that the herring fishermen
also ate fresh herring, and any edible by-catch (other species of fish) they found
in their nets.”® Competition and conflict between the Dutch and English herring
fleets flared into open warfare during the mid-seventeenth century.”’

Atlantic cod, air-dried into stockfish in Iceland, was a staple of the medieval
European diet. During the Middle Ages, Basque fishermen began catching and
salting cod. By the fourteenth century salt cod was a European staple, an
alternative to air-dried cod from Iceland. Cook Guillaume Tirel, better known by
his nickname “Taillevent,” was head chef to Philip VI and Charles V of France,
making him one of the most influential gastronomiers of the era. Taillevent
recommended that salt cod be eaten with mustard sauce or with melted fresh



butter. He also advised that salt cod must be soaked to desalinate it, but not for
too long.”



Crusaders and Pilgrims

Starting in 1095, a series of Crusades, “one of the most miscellaneous, most
unruly movements in history” from Western Europe headed to Palestine with the
stated objective of freeing the holy places there from the Seljuk Turks.” Most of
these Crusaders traveled from the south of France in typical Mediterranean
merchant sailing craft. In the early Crusades, these were large two-masted
lateen-rigged vessels with a pair of rudders, one to a side. The provisions on
board were probably similar to those aboard the Aragonese and Angevin galleys
of the thirteenth century.

Another populous and colorful genus of medieval passengers were pilgrims,
usually people of adequate means who traveled to distant holy places ostensibly
for the good of their souls, and then to return home enlightened or at least
invigorated by the journey. One can recognize in accounts of medieval pilgrims
some elements of tourism in later eras. Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales opens
with a colorful description of how spring rains make the land come alive, and
stir in the human breast the urge to “maken pilgrimages.” Chaucer’s pilgrims
traveled overland to Canterbury, but many medieval pilgrims traveled by sea.
The shrine of St. James in Santiago de Compostela in Galicia, northern Spain,
was a favorite from the tenth century on, and many medieval pilgrims wore the
scallop shell of a Compostela pilgrim.

Cooking for a ship full of pilgrims aboard a medieval sailing vessel must have
been a challenge. One may assume that the cooking area was expanded from
those found aboard Hanseatic cogs, possibly a large brick hearth deep in the hold
as found in the sixteenth-century Mary Rose. Cloth or wood partitions would
subdivide the hold for the pilgrims’ sleeping quarters. A fifteenth-century
English poem, The Pilgrims Sea-Voyage and SeaSickness, describes a ship of
pilgrims setting out for Santiago de Compostela. Once the sails are set, the
master calls for the cook to prepare food for the crew, even if the pilgrims are
too seasick to eat. He calls for beer, which he receives from the steward.
Meanwhile, the seasick pilgrims are throwing up into their bowls, calling out for
hot wine to ease their discomfort. It is doubtful that all seasick pilgrims disposed
of all the results of their nausea over the side; which is probably why the smell
of the issue from the bilge pump was so awful. One hopes that the pilgrims

found their sea legs, and their appetites, before arriving in Spain.
Haul the bowline! Now veer the sheet!
Cook, make ready anon our meat!
Our pylgrymms have no lust to eat



I pray God give them rest.

Go to the helm! What ho! No neare[r]!
Steward, fellow! A pot of beer!

Ye shall have, Sir, with good cheer,
Anon all of the best.

Thys mean’whyle the pylgrymms lie,
And have their bowls all fast them by,
And cry after hot malvesy—

“Their health for to restore. ”

For when that we shall go to bedde,
The pumpe was nygh oure beddes hede,

A man were as good to be dede

As smell therof the stynk.8



TWO
The Age of Exploration Beginning in the
fifteenth century, Europeans began to move
beyond their home waters and explore the
seas beyond the familiar coasts they had
plied for centuries. Spanish, Portuguese,
and later French, English, and Dutch
explorers sought new routes to India, the
East Indies, China, and Japan.

For centuries, goods from these areas were carried by Javanese, Arab, and
other mariners to western Asia, where they were carried overland to the Levant
(modern Israel/Palestine and Lebanon), and purchased by Venetian and Genoese
traders. The supply of costly South, Southeast, and East Asian goods passed
through Venetian and Genoese hands on its way to the rest of Europe. Pepper,
cloves, cinnamon, and other highly prized spices came to Europe only by this
route. In addition, most of Europe’s gold and ivory supplies came from Africa,
in a trade monopolized by these same two Italian city-states.

In the fifteenth century, Prince Henry of Portugal resolved to undercut the
virtual monopoly the Venetians and Genoese enjoyed in Asian and other exotic
goods. Exploring the coast of Africa beyond Cape Bojador, the Portuguese
hoped to undercut the Italians in the sale of gold, ivory, and black pepper, while
also searching for a sea route around Africa into the Indian Ocean. The
Portuguese colonized the Cape Verde Islands, and proceeded to explore more
and more of the African coastline. In the process, they did find a new type of
black pepper, melegueta pepper (Aframomum melegueta), which they sold to the
rest of Europe.

South of the equator, there were navigation problems. The Pole Star, used as a
celestial signpost for latitude, dipped below the horizon. In the late fifteenth



century, the Portuguese learned to take the sun’s altitude at noon, and then apply
the sun’s declination from the equator on that day, to determine latitude.
Portuguese explorers such as Vasco da Gama found a sea route around India;
and the Spanish sent Columbus, Magellan, and others westward to find an

Figure 2.1. eenth-century depiction of Columbus leaving Spain in 1492 by Theodore de Bry,
1528-1598. Though the clothing and ships are a century later in style, this illustration conveys a
good sense of what Columbus'’s departure was probably like. Reproduction Number: LC-USZ62-
102010 in Collection: Miscellaneous Items in High Demand. Courtesy of Library of Congress.
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3c02010/.

Iberian Maritime Traditions There are good reasons why it was
the Iberians from Spain and Portugal who began to explore new
sea routes in the fifteenth century. They had inherited much of the
best of shipbuilding, sail design, and navigation techniques from
both northern and southern Europe. Vessels like the caravel and
navigation manuals such as Arte de Navegar by Martin Cortes
combined Mediterranean with North Atlantic/Baltic practice in
ways that broadened Iberian, and eventually European, horizons.

By the fifteenth century Iberian vessels often carried a box or tray of sheet iron
in which cooking fires could be made safely in fair weather. These were called
fogon in Spanish, which is usually translated “firebox” in English. Loose bricks
could be laid over the deck and the firebox laid on it with a layer of sand in it; a
cooking fire could then be safely made. It is likely that cooking in caravels was

accomplished using a fogon, which was set somewhere on deck, and only in
mild weather.!



Columbus and other leaders of Iberian exploring voyages list a steward in the
crew. The steward was a petty officer responsible for the distribution of food,
drink, firewood, sandglasses, candles, and lanterns. In some ships the steward
was also responsible for training the boys to turn the sandglass every half hour
and call out the time, recite the points of the compass, and other duties.?

Columbus’s accounts of his crew fail to mention a cook. It appears that on his
1492-1493 voyage, and other Spanish vessels of this era, there was not a
designated cook. Perhaps the men took turns, or each watch appointed one of
their number to prepare the food.?

Spanish and Portuguese vessels carried the well-established staples of seafaring
cuisine: beef and pork pickled in brine, and ship’s biscuit. In Portugal, the
baking of ship’s biscuit was a royal concern, and the ovens for this purpose were
located near the royal palace in Lisbon. Salted flour was also carried, and could
be baked into bannocks in the ashes of the fire, a practice still current with
Arabian sailors.* Cheese, onions, dried peas, beans, and chickpeas also appear in
lists of provisions.”

Fruit was carried as well; Columbus stocked up on fruit in the Canary Islands
before heading west. Sir John Hawkins in the sixteenth century carried oranges
on his long voyages, which no doubt contributed to the health of his crews.
Dried fruit was carried in some cases, though it may have been a luxury item for
the officers.® Preserved fish were carried by Iberian explorers. These would have
been sardines and anchovies, as well as salted Atlantic cod. Northern explorers
probably brought stockfish (dried cod), salt cod, and salted herring.

Columbus wrote in his journal of provisioning the Santa Maria and his two
caravelas in the Canary Islands. On September 3, 1492 he recorded that they had
stowed all the wood and water they needed. Columbus listed some provisions as
already procured, including salt, wine, molasses, and honey. Other supplies he
records as not yet ready, resulting in a few days’ wait.” The following day
Columbus recorded the loading and stowage of dried meat, salted fish, and
fruits. He commented that the fruit would have to be consumed early, as it would
spoil if the voyage exceeded three weeks. The day after this they loaded their
supply of biscuits.? The wood would have been for fuel to cook in the fireboxes.
The salt suggests that he provided for the salting down of meat or fish for the
return voyage. The fruit was apparently fresh.

Fresh fish were caught on lines or speared along the way: this practice must
have been common on long voyages in medieval times, as Columbus brought the
equipment for both on his first voyage across the Atlantic.” Columbus’s crew



availed themselves of fresh seafood on both legs of their journey. On the
outward bound leg of the journey in September 1492, the crew of the Nina
harpooned a porpoise.’® On the return trip in January 1493, fishing from the ship
was extremely important due to diminishing food supplies. On January 25,
Columbus’s journal records that some of his crewman killed a porpoise and a
very large shark. Both were eaten, as apparently the available food stores were
limited to bread, wine, and ajes they had brought back from the islands they
visited.'!

Ajes were probably yucca or sweet potato.'” From the beginning, European
ships sailing to the New World and around Africa to the Indian Ocean
replenished their food supplies with locally available foods. The ajes that
sustained the men of the Pinta and Nina (the Santa Maria ran aground and had
to be abandoned) on their voyage home were the first in a long list of foods that
European explorers stocked up on when making landfall on distant shores.

New Foods from the New World After European animals had
been introduced to the West Indies, sun-dried or smoked beef and
bacon became a favorite commodity there. The Taino Indian
technique they called barbacoa was applied to these new meats.
Barbacoa, which became known as barbeque in French and
English, was a technique of slow-cooking/smoking by putting the
meat on a wooden frame, called a boucain in French. This led to
renegade Europeans who lived on the islands becoming known as
“buccaneers.”” The technique of barbacoa spread quickly to
Jamaica, where it became known as jerking meat: jerked chicken
and beef have remained staples of Jamaican cuisine ever since."
Slow-roasted meat has become known as barbeque the world
round.

Cassava (Manihot esculenta) was one of the great food discoveries in the West
Indies. While it requires rather elaborate preparation, cassava flour can be used
to make sturdy biscuits that keep very well at sea. Cassava was successfully
transplanted to distant regions of the globe, where it became a staple of local
diets, and of seafarers seeking provisions.

For a description of cassava and one way of preparing it, here is a later account
of the preparation of cassava, from an eighteenth-century sailor whose ship was



in Rio de Janeiro: “Good living” as is call’d in that country, jerk beef and
farenia, which is made out of a tree that is call’d manyoke [manioc, or cassava].
When planted, it grows about 10 feet high and is not fit for use under sixteen or
eighteen month. Then the roots grows much like a yam or a potatoe but much
larger; they then [are] scraped clean and grated as we do horse redish [radish],
but they have mils for that purpose, as they make a great quantity. Then it is
pressed to take the juice out of it and then sifted through two or three sives, then
hove into large earthen pans made for that purpose with fiers under them and
parch it. It is then fit for use."

The process of grating and pressing removes the harmful cyanogenic
glucosides of bitter cassava, and makes the cassava safe to eat. Jacob Nagle, the
source of the quotation, enjoyed his “good living” on jerk beef (barbacoa) and
cassava loaves, both foods that lasted well, and provided welcome replenishment
of ship’s stores.®

Yams were an available foodstuff on the coasts of Africa, and they could be
kept a good while. These were a welcome food for at least a few weeks after
going ashore in Africa. The native New World yam, the yampee (dioscorea
trifida) is tasty but quite small. The Guinea or African yam (dioscorea rotundata
and dioscorea cayenensis) was therefore introduced to the West Indies by the
Spanish. In the seventeenth century, the even larger great yam (dioscorea alata),
native to India, was introduced to Africa and then the West Indies, where it
became a staple of the local diet.!”

The carrying of livestock on board for slaughter and consumption during the
voyage, other than chickens, was not yet common in the fifteenth century. Thus
long-distance voyagers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were deprived of
the fresh meat their successors enjoyed on long voyages. A Spanish edict of
1621 forbade the carrying of livestock, which suggests that during the years
preceding, some Spanish ships probably tried to carry animals larger than
chickens, for slaughter at sea when provisions ran low. '

On small vessels such as Columbus’s two caravelas, it could be essential to fill
empty casks with sea water, to ballast and trim the vessel. Columbus records that
he did this, in his journal entry for February 14, 1493." This became standard
practice on long voyages, particularly the much longer voyages the Portuguese
made around Africa and into the Indian Ocean.

Columbus’s 1492-1493 voyage entailed reasonably short periods between
landfalls. The really deadly voyages of this era were those from Europe around
the Cape of Good Hope, into the Indian Ocean to India, the East Indies, China,



and Japan. Supplies ran low, and dietary deficiencies sapped the health of the
crews. Scurvy and other deficiency-related ailments were constant dangers on
the voyages around Africa to the Indian Ocean. When Vasco da Gama and other
Portuguese explorers sailed around Africa to India from 1497 on, a large
proportion of their crews died of scurvy, more than from any other cause.?

The Portuguese Carreira da India The dangers of the voyage did
not deter the Portuguese from sending enormous carracks to
India and other destinations around the Horn of Africa,
establishing a center of trade in Goa. These large vessels carried a
crew of over 120 men, and a number of passengers and
supernumeraries. Experienced sailors were scarce, and a great
deal of training was carried on along the way. One despairing
Portuguese shipmaster hung a string of onions on the starboard
rail, and a string of garlic on the port rail, to help his
inexperienced hands tell them apart.”

On these crowded ships, there were boys to see to the lanterns, carry messages,
and work the pumps; three to four pages to sing out the change of watches every
four hours and announce the auction of deceased persons’ goods at the
mainmast; and yet there is no mention of a designated cook. It appears that
everyone was issued basic foodstuffs; a daily issue of wine, water, and bread,
and a monthly issue of salt meat, oil, vinegar, salt, and onions. A stove in the
waist, at the foot of the mainmast, was lit by a merinho (petty officer) in the
morning, and this was watched by two sentries. The fire was put out at 4:00 p.m.
Apparently everyone cooked for himself. Perhaps some men would mess
together informally, and send one of their number to the cooking hearth to cook
their food.*

The fidalgos, young gentle-born adventurers, probably had their servants cook
for them. There were rowdy celebrations when they crossed the Equator, a
tradition which continues up to the present day. They would also feast (with
what foodstuffs they had) on rounding the Cape of Good Hope. Many died from
scurvy and disease on the trip; the early Portuguese trading voyages were fatal to
a high proportion of those brave enough to make the trip.

Locating a large cooking hearth deep in the waist of the ship was good for
stability, but entailed some discomfort and risk. The smoke was left to find its
own way out through the hatches: not until later centuries was a chimney added



to the shipboard cooking hearth. Everyone below decks must have been
breathing smoky air when the fire was lit. In addition, an out-of-control galley
fire in this location could be disastrous. The Portuguese appointed two merinhos
to watch the fire and extinguish it, even though they did not appoint a ship’s
cook.*



Mary Rose

In 1545, the French attacked the English coastal city of Portsmouth, in response
to the English attack on Boulogne the previous year. During the battle, one of
Henry VIII’s proudest warships heeled over and sank in the shallow water of the
Solent, carrying most of the crew to their deaths. Cannons were recovered from
the wreck over the centuries, and in 1982 the surviving section of the hull was
raised. The wreck is displayed in Portsmouth in a museum which displays
artifacts, along with reconstructions of how these items may have appeared when
new.

The Mary Rose was a particularly significant find, in that she sank in battle
with a full complement of sailors and soldiers aboard. It is also fortunate that she
settled into the mud of the Solent, so that most of the hull, with much of its
contents, survived to be recovered. The Mary Rose has dramatically improved
modern understanding of many aspects of shipboard life in 1545, from longbows
and tankards to cannon and ship construction. The Mary Rose was not a vessel
of exploration, but a warship operating in home waters. She represents the most
detailed picture available of life aboard ships of the sixteenth century, a time
capsule of the maritime world of 1545.%

Skeletal remains of crew members were recovered with the Mary Rose. The
Mary Rose was not on a long voyage, during which dietary deficiency could be
expected. Nonetheless, many crew members suffered from malnutrition,
showing evidence of scurvy, rickets, and other conditions caused by dietary
deficiency. It may well be that these deficiencies were caused by insufficient diet
ashore (especially in the case of archers, who were not permanent members of
the crew), and a diet that was routinely low in vitamins, common in many
working class people of the time period.*

Nine barrels were recovered from the Mary Rose that contained beef and pig
bones. This indicates that cattle and pigs were butchered, cut up, and stored.
Being stored in barrels, it is highly likely that the beef and pork were pickled in
brine. Fish bones were found in baskets, which suggest that they were carried
dry; either salt cod or wind-dried stockfish.?’

The Mary Rose had a cook who was paid on the same scale as the master
carpenter and the master gunner. Some incised graffiti on a tankard and a bowl
suggest that the cook may have been named Ny Cop or Ny Coep.*® The ship had
two cooking hearths deep in the hold, each with a very large brass cauldron. This
design may have already existed for some time in large sailing vessels, and it



certainly lasted for the next 200 years or so (with some modifications) until
replaced with iron stoves in the same location.?

Martin Frobisher and Other English Explorers English as well as
Dutch explorers searched for navigable Northwest and Northeast
passages to the Far East. While unsuccessful in this object,
expeditions such as those of Stephen Borough in 1553 and 1556,
and of Martin Frobisher in 1576-1578, established trade relations
with Muscovy (Russia), and provided the foundation for English
footholds such as the port of St. John’s in Newfoundland. Lists of
provisions exist for these and similar voyages, listing such
provisions as biscuit, wheat, beans, beer, cider, beef, and fish in
one case; beer, bread, beef, fish, bacon, peas, butter, cheese,
vinegar, oatmeal, aquavita, wood, and water in another.*
Sebastian Cabot in 1553 required that the steward and cook of
each ship make a weekly accounting of such victuals as meat, fish,
biscuit, bread, beer, wine, oil, and vinegar.*

Martin Frobisher’s search for the Northwest Passage and gold in 1576-1578
(Frobisher is one of the earliest and most famous prospectors to confuse iron
pyrites or “fool’s gold” for the real thing) served plenty of beer to the crew:
Frobisher specified an issue of eight pints of beer per man per day.** Frobisher’s
second voyage of 1577 has left particularly detailed records of food issues: a
daily ration of one pound of biscuit and one gallon of beer per man; one pound
of salt beef or pork per man on flesh days and one dried codfish (stockfish) for
each four men on fast days. The issue of stockfish to four men must have been
common in English ships, as it was cited in just this way in the dietary
complaints of the crew of the Golden Lion in 1587. Frobisher specified that
oatmeal and rice were to be issued on fast days if the stockfish supply was
depleted; a quarter-pound of butter and half a pound of cheese per man per day;
as well as honey for sweetening. Frobisher provided a hogshead of “sallet oyle”
and a pipe of vinegar to last 120 men the voyage. This was to be supplemented

by fresh fish and wild fowl and game as available.*



Figures 2.2. Wooden tankard found on the Mary Rose. Courtesy of Peter Crossman, Mary Rose
Trust. 2009. Wikimedia Commons. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MaryRose-
wooden_tankardl.JPG.

An Alternate Location for the Cooking Hearth In 1578 Sir
William Wynter, surveyor of the ships for Queen Elizabeth of
England, recommended that the galley should be relocated from
the middle of the ship to the forecastle.** This position had
advantages and disadvantages. The forecastle was not yet the
customary crew accommodation as it became in later merchant
vessels, and being up above the main deck, the smoke would tend
to blow away. An out-of-control fire in this location would not set
fire to stores in the hull, though it could become very dangerous if
it spread to the tarred fore shrouds (the tarred standing rigging
that braced the foremast against the sides of the hull). Two big
disadvantages are that the weight of the bricks would now be up
high, making the ship less stable; another is that in this period the
lower yards were lowered when not in use, and the fore-halyard
usually passed through a knighthead (stationary block on a
reinforced post) inside the forecastle. A brick cooking hearth in
the forecastle could complicate the handling of this important line.
A payroll for an English galleon of 500-800 tons, from 1582, specified a cook.

While the master, the boatswain, the quartermasters, the coxswain, the steward,
the carpenter, the master gunner all had one or more mates, and even the surgeon



had “His Man,” the cook apparently did his work alone.* The cook could, at his
discretion, allow crewmen to dry their clothing or themselves by the fire.

Drake’s Raid on Cadiz

In 1587, Spain was preparing “The Enterprise of England.” A mighty fleet was
to set sail for the English Channel, fight off any English ships, rendezvous with
barges carrying the Spanish troops in the Low Countries under the prince of
Parma’s command, and escort them across the North Sea where it meets the
English Channel to attack and conquer England. The plan had many flaws, but it
was a matter of grave concern to England. Therefore, in 1587 Francis Drake led
a preemptive raid against Cadiz, where ships were gathering to comprise and
supply the Armada.

Drake’s raid on Cadiz took place between April 29 and May 1, 1587. Drake
arrived with about twenty-six ships. Four of them were Queen Elizabeth’s ships,
large sailing warships—the Elizabeth Bonaventure, the Golden Lion, the
Dreadnought, and the Rainbow. There were three big ships from the Levant
Company of London, also large and well-armed. In addition Drake had seven
smaller armed ships, and eleven or twelve small scouting vessels. Cadiz was
defended by eight galleys, which proved unable to defeat Drake’s sailing
vessels. This action was a demonstration that galleys could not outmatch nimble
sailing vessels when the latter were well handled. The galleys recaptured a
Portuguese caravel from Drake’s squadron, and Drake’s ships sank a large
armed “argosy,” a Genoese-owned or -chartered vessel that challenged the
English squadron. The English did not land, which was not their objective.
Instead, they picked through the majority of the vessels in harbor, many of
which were carrying stores intended for the Spanish Armada. In all, Drake’s raid
captured or destroyed something between twenty-four (the Spanish figure) and
thirty-seven (Drake’s figure) vessels in Cadiz harbor, a major setback for the
impending Spanish enterprise against England.*

The ships Drake’s men burned in Cadiz harbor were mostly carrying supplies
and provisions for the “Enterprise of England.” On their way back to England,
Drake’s squadron stopped in Portugal, capturing Sagres Castle, the fortified
monastery of St. Vincent, and Valliera Castle, along with guns and supplies. The
English destroyed over a hundred fishing boats (crippling the local tuna/tunny
fishery), and a large number of coastal cargo carriers, many of them carrying
barrel staves.*® These barrel staves were probably intended to be coopered into
the barrels and casks that were to carry provisions for the Armada. The loss of



these barrel staves was of strategic importance. Seasoned barrel staves could not
easily be found to replace those Drake burned, and much of the Armada’s food
and drink were carried in barrels made of green—that is unseasoned—wood.
Many of the barrels leaked, much of the supplies spoiled, and the ships of the
Armada experienced critical shortages of food and drink while they sailed
around the British Isles back to Spain.*

Food Issues Aboard English and
Spanish Ships, 1587-1588

The spoilage experienced by the Spanish Armada in 1588 is an important event
concerning food in naval history. Drake’s destruction of the barrel staves in 1587
contributed significantly to the failure of the Spanish Armada the following year.

All was not happy in Drake’s squadron of ships that raided Cadiz in 1587. The
crew of the Golden Lion mutinied and returned to England. The mutineers
singled out insufficient food when writing in their defense: What is a piece of
Beefe of halfe a pounde amonge foure men to dynner or halfe a drye Stockfishe
for four dayes in the weeke, and nothing elles to helpe withal—Yea, wee have
helpe, a little Beveredge worse than pompe water. . . . You make no men of us,
but beastes.*

This passage offers an interesting snapshot of crew food aboard Drake’s
squadron. It would appear that aboard the Golden Lion in 1587, the crew was
organized into messes of four men. Their fish ration was stockfish, which is to
say, air-dried cod. It also suggests that all was not always well with the food in
English ships. Sir Richard Hawkins estimated that 10,000 Englishmen died of
scurvy alone during twenty years of Elizabeth’s reign.*!

The following year, the Spanish Armada sailed for England, notwithstanding
the Spanish supply of food and drink being stored in barrels made of unseasoned
staves. Certainly some Spanish ships were short of provisions, whether this was
the case when they left Lisbon and Coruna, or whether because they had
discarded much of their food due to spoilage. While both fleets were in the
English Channel, the San Salvador, one of the Spanish galleons, was partially
disabled by an explosion of gunpowder in her stern, and fell into the hands of the
English. The San Salvador had 64 seamen and 319 soldiers aboard. To provide
for this company San Salvador had, when captured by the English, fifty-three
barrels of wine, but only three casks of beef, already going bad, and one cask of
beans.*



In the English fleet, there was an official ration for the men who served them,
though the actual issues were often less, a four-man ration going for five or six:
Meat Day—One pound of biscuit, a gallon of beer, two pounds of salt beef.

Fish Day—One pound of biscuit, a gallon of beer, cheese, a quarter of dried

cod.

Once a week—one pound of ham, one pint of peas.*®

Aside from the addition of biscuit, ham, and peas, this fare resembles the
rations issued aboard the Golden Lion the previous year. The peas could have
been any number of different varieties, some rare today, which were customarily
cooked into pease porridge, a thick pea soup that was an English, and indeed
northern European staple, often flavored with ham or bacon. It is no surprise that
the issue of ham is found with the issue of peas.

Chaplain, geographer, and author Richard Hakluyt wrote in 1598 about the
mariners of his time, “No kinde of men of any profession in the common wealth
passe their years in so great and continuall hazard . . . and . . . of so many grow
to gray heires . . . a hard cabin, cold and salt meat, broken sleeps, mouldy bread,
dead beer, wet clothes, want of fire.”** As Hakluyt points out, one of the greatest
hardships of sea life in this era was the food, sometimes of poor quality, and
sometimes eaten cold.

Figure 2.3. A mess “kid,” with a stanka (spouted coopered can), common bowl, and spoons for
seven men from the Vasa, a Swedish royal ship from 1628. This appears to be an early example
of issued equipment for one mess. Courtesy of Anneli Karlsson, photographer; Vasa Museum,
Stockholm, Sweden.



Figure 2.4. Detail of spoons from the Vasa. Courtesy of Anneli Karlsson, photographer; Vasa
Museum, Stockholm, Sweden.

Location of Cooking Hearth,
and a Possible “Mess Kit”

The cooking hearth locations in English ships could be any one of at least three:
the false orlop deck, deep in the hold before the mainmast, or in the forecastle.
The Swedish royal ship Vasa, which sank in Stockholm harbor in 1628, had a
cooking hearth deep in the hold, similar to the cooking hearths in Mary Rose.
One of the bricks in the Vasa’s cooking hearth bears the footprints of a small
pig. An interesting find in the Vasa was a barrel containing a large communal
bowl, a stdnka or large coopered tankard, and seven wooden spoons. The staff of
the Vasa Museum believes that this represents the issue “mess kit” of a
“backlag” or mess of seven men, an early example of a naval kit for one mess.
Mess kids were found as well; a “kid” is the naval term for a container for
transporting a mess’s food to and from the galley. Smaller lathe-turned wooden
eating bowls were found aboard Vasa, but these were marked with individual
owner’s marks, and thus were probably the private property of individual sailors.
There were civilian contractors still aboard the Vasa when she sank, so it is
possible that this chest and its contents represent a mess kit for contractors rather
than for the crew; however the “crew mess kit” interpretation is generally
accepted.®

Despite William Wynter’s suggestion, English shipwrights continued to put the
cooking hearth deep in the hold, as it is in the Vasa. An English treatise on
shipbuilding dating to about 1620, and quoted in Peter Kirsch’s The Galleon:
The Great Ships of the Armada Era, also places the cooking area deep in the
hold: Abaft the mast down under the steerage are two other partitions, the one



for the bread room, the other for the steward room. All the rest of the hold serves
for stowage of victuals, only in some of the King’s ships the cook room is also
contrived upon the false orlop in the hold.*®

Northern European vessels continued to place large cooking hearths deep in the
hold for centuries to come.

Food in Spanish Royal Galleons Circa 1600

The provisioning of Spanish Royal Fleets (Armadas) was overseen by purveyors
(proveedores) in charge of each fleet.” The Spanish shipboard diet in royal
galleons was similar to that on Columbus’s ships: ship’s biscuit, water, wine or
cider, salt pork or ham, dried beef, salted codfish, cheese, rice, fava beans,
chickpeas, olive oil, and vinegar. These items were rationed in specific
quantities. Fresh items including garlic, onions, and peppers, while not part of
the regular ration, were sometimes carried and allotted to the men.*® Spanish
documents relating to provisioning show the inflation in food prices, fivefold in
the case of ship’s biscuit, during the sixteenth-century, which as described in the
last chapter, may have played a key role in the demise of the rowing galley as a
practical warship.* Other items such as salt pork from Flanders and olive oil and
vinegar from Andalusia rose in price less radically, in both cases by 2.5 times.*
In Spanish voyages to the Indies, chickpeas, fava beans, and rice figure
prominently. Rice was grown in Valencia, and may have come from there. Fish,
usually dried and salted cod, bacallao, was a staple on Spanish ships.>! For
Spanish vessels traveling to the Americas, local products were regular
replacements for the stocks they consumed. While Columbus mentioned only
ajes as food brought from the New World on his first return voyage, by 1600
Spanish ships returning from the Americas replaced their biscuit stores with
loaves of casaba (cassava), and their meat supplies with tortuga (turtle).>
Spanish ships on long voyages regularly topped up their water supply with
rainwater; arranging sails, awnings, and other cloth to collect it.>* Ships bound
for the Indies carried live hens, whose eggs were a delicacy for officers and for
the sick. When supplies of biscuit ran low, broken bits of biscuit were sometimes
cooked with whatever else was available to make a stew or gruel called
mazamorra.>* Another dish served in Spanish ships of this era was a menestra of
rice and legumes, usually fava beans or chickpeas.> Menestra, as well as oil and
vinegar, accompanied the issue of fish on the fish days: Wednesdays, Fridays,
and Saturdays.”® Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and Thursdays were customarily
meat days.”” Cheese was carried in lesser quantities than fish or meat, and was



customarily issued when battle was expected, or on days when the weather did
not permit cooking.”® Beer was only carried by ships provisioned from the Low
Countries, and was considered a substitute for cider. Wine was a more usual
issue, including French wines as well as Spanish. A Spanish captain-general in
1557 observed that French wines did not keep as long as wines from Navarre,
and should therefore be issued first.>

There remains some mysteries about food preparation aboard Spanish ships in
the 1620s. Royal ships built for long voyages in the 1620s were equipped with
only two fogones, the sheet metal fireboxes used by Columbus and his
contemporaries. Two of these for 200 men seems an impossibly small cooking
capacity.®® Perhaps by then Spanish galleons carried brick cooking hearths like
their Portuguese, English, and Swedish sisters, so that the two fogones were only
a supplemental cooking facility. Spanish royal galleons of this period carried big
copper cauldrons weighing forty to forty-five pounds each, which also suggests a
more substantial cooking hearth than a portable sheet metal fogon. Perhaps by
the 1620s fogon had come to take a broader meaning, as it has in modern usage,
to include a brick cooking hearth.

Provisioning on English Voyages to and from Virginia The
English began to establish a foothold in North America in the late
1500s. English settlement and habitation of Virginia began with
an exploratory venture by Philip Amadas and Arthur Barlowe in
1584 and military expeditions led by Richard Grenville and Ralph
Lane in 1585-1586. The English established their first settlement
in the New World on Roanoke Island in 1587 in what was then
known as Virginia. This colony, under Governor John White, did
not flourish and there was an unsuccessful attempt by White to
reprovision or rescue what became known as the “Lost Colony”
in 1590. During this period, English ships on their way to and
from Virginia used the West Indies as a place to restock with
fresh water and food. Most late sixteenth-century accounts of
journeys to the new colony of Virginia describe visits to the
islands where sailors stopped to collect fresh water and salt and
restock food stores. In 1584, Amadas and Barlowe, who had been
at sea since April 27 of that year, reached the Canary Islands by



May 10 and the West Indies by June 10. While they found the
islands themselves to be “unwholesome,” they used them to refill
their supplies “so that having refreshed ourselves with sweet
water & fresh victuall, we departed.”

Finding fresh water was a vital concern for Virginia explorers, and the West
Indies were a good place to stop to collect the necessary supplies. In 1585,
Richard Grenville reported that they “came to an anker at Cotesa . . . neere to the
Iland of S. John, where we landed, and refreshed ourselves all that day.”
Refreshing oneself often meant a hard slog, from island to island, in search of a
good water source. There were times when a promising prospect for fresh water
was a disappointment, and the English mariners either had to keep searching or
take their chances and drink bad water. On the 1587 Roanoke settlement voyage,
John White’s men did not find an acceptable water source at Santa Cruz and so
resorted to drinking contaminated water in a standing ponde, the water whereof
was so evill, that many of our company fell sicke with drinking thereof: and as

many as did but wash their faces with that water . . . their faces did burne and
swell, that their eyes shut up, and could not see for five or sixe dayes, or
longer.®?

When they finally found fresh water, they did so by splitting up their foraging
group and when one of the groups finally found “a very fayre spring of water,”
they brought back three bottles to the rest of the settlers to sample it.** However,
before they found the good water source, White writes, “wee drank the stinking
water of the pond.”®> White’s men continued to look for fresh water as they
island hopped through the West Indies. At the island of St. Johns, they spent
three days looking for water without finding any and used up other supplies in
the process: “spending in the meane time more beere then the quantitie of the
water came unto.”®® Sailors often had to dig for their water. In 1590, on the
return trip to resupply the Roanoke colony, White’s men were completely out of
fresh water. On Hatteras Island (on the North Carolina Outer Banks), the sailors
dug “in those sandie hills for fresh water whereof we found very sufficient.”®’
When they reached the Roanoke site and found it deserted, before sailing on to
look for the colonists in another location, they left a “Caske with fresh water on
shoare in the Iland” for future use if and when they returned.®®

The English sailors often encountered Spaniards in the West Indies. In many
cases, the interactions were hostile. Sometimes diplomacy won out: if the
Spanish were convinced that the English were only in search of water and food,



no blood was shed. There could have been a confrontation when Richard
Grenville’s men came upon Spanish horsemen on May 22, 1585, at Cotesa, but
when the Spaniards were told that the Englishmen’s “principal intention was
onely to furnish ourselves with water and victuals, and other necessaries . . . with
faire and friendly meanes” they met the English requests with “large promises of
all curtesie and great favour.”®

English ships were also in constant need of salt. On May 26, 1585, Grenville’s
men went to the southwest side of St. Johns to “fetch salt.””® Master Ralph Lane
departed in one of the frigates with 20 men to collect salt and “intrenched
himself” on the sands of the shallow coastal waters which happened to be
“compassing one of their salte hils within the trench.””* A troop of Spanish
horsemen saw what happened and watched from a distance while Lane and the
men “caryed their salte aboord and laded his Frigat,” returning to join
Grenville’s fleet three days later.”” Grenville’s men followed any lead they could
get to find salt, even from foreigners. On June 9, they landed at Caicos to search
for “salte-pondes” on the “advertisment and information of a Portugall.””?
Searching for salt often led the English on other avenues of food acquisition. On
July 6, 1587, White’s men were searching for salt on the island of Caicos, but
were also able to hunt for waterfowl, including swans.”

Virginia explorers also used the coastal waters to store freshly caught fish for
their journey. Grenville reported that his men “caught in one tyde so much fish
as would have yeelded us twentie pounds in London.””> White’s settlers of 1587
caught “five great Torteses” at Santa Cruz and they were so big that “sixteene of
our strongest men were tired with carying of one of them but from the sea side to
our cabbins.””® On White’s return trip in 1590, he may have led his men to fish
in some of the same waters, both in the West Indies and Virginia. In August
1590, near the “Virginia” (modern North Carolina) coast, they “tooke in some
fresh water and caught a great store of fish in the shallow water.””’

Ships that reached the West Indies would have been able to incorporate a fair
amount of fruit into their diets as well, a boon for avoidance of scurvy. John
White’s drawings of 1585 include pictures of pineapple, “horn plantain” and
“mammee apple.””® Earlier, in 1584, Amadas and Barlowe, as they first
encountered Virginia, “manned their boats” and explored the new land where
they found it “full of grapes, as the very beating and surge of the Sea overflowed
them.”” Sometimes they came to grief over their choice of fruits in their
excitement to consume it. In 1587, on the island of Santa Cruz, John White
reported that “some of our women and men, by eating a small fruit like greene



Apples, were fearfully troubled with a sudden burning in their mouthes, and
swelling of their tongues so bigge, that some of them could not speake.”®
Although this problem lasted only twenty-four hours, it also affected
breastfeeding babies: “Also a child by sucking one of those womens breasts, had
at the same instant his mouth set on such a burning, that it was strange to see
how the infant was tormented for the time.”®" Undeterred by this experience,
White’s settlers collected “yong plants of Oranges, Pines, Mameas, and
Plantanos” to plant in Virginia.®?

Once in Virginia, English captains used local resources to restock for the trip
back to England. On August 18, 1587, the ships unloaded the goods belonging to
the planters (settlers) and “began to take in wood, and fresh water, and to new
calke and trimme them for England.”® On the way back to England, the ships
also ran short of food and water. English ships repeated the process, stopping
over in the West Indies to reprovision. On the abortive 1590 expedition, White’s
ships also stopped in the West Indies for “fresh water, and some other fresh
victuals.”®

Ships also ran low on supplies out on the open ocean on the return trip. After
leaving the ill-fated Roanoke colonists in mid-August, 1587, the flagship was
low on fresh water due to a leakage problem. The sailors used all the liquid on
board to combine “all the beverage we could make, with stinking water, dregs of
beere, and lees of wine which remayned, was but three gallons, and therefore
now we expected nothing but famine to perish at Sea.”® Fortunately for White
and the crew, they landed in western Ireland where they met another ship that
provided them with “fresh water, wine, and other fresh meate” before
completing the journey to England.?® The three-gallon cocktail of stinking water
and the dregs of beer and wine casks must have been revolting.

John Smith: Life at Sea in English Ships Circa 1600

The most detailed description of life at sea in English ships of this era comes
from John Smith, an adventurer of broad experience and knowledge. Smith is
best known for his command of the Jamestown colony, but his long career as a
professional soldier, explorer, and leader took him to Eastern Europe, France,
and the Netherlands, and earned him, among other honors, the title of Admiral of
New England. Even accounting for embellishment and exaggeration, he led an
extraordinary life. His Sea Grammar, published in London in 1627, offers the
most detailed account of English seafaring practice of this era. Smith wrote in
great detail about English shipboard life, with many interesting observations



about seafaring traditions which probably go back to medieval times. Here is
what he has to say about the feeding, training, and disciplining of the ship’s
boys: The boyes the Boatswaine is to see every Munday at the chest, to say their
compasse, and receive their punishment for all their weekes offences, which
done they are to have a quarter can of beere, and a basket of bread, but if the
Boatswaine eat or drinke before hee catch them, they are free.?’

This is a very interesting insight into the training of young sailors, illustrating a
tradition that continued unbroken into the twentieth century, and a curious
tradition of English seafaring in this era. Boys or apprentices have been “saying
their compass,” reciting the thirty-two points of the compass right up to the early
twentieth century. While compasses have been marked in degrees as well as
points since the eighteenth century, the system of steering by points rather than
degrees endured until World War II in most traditions. Whether “saying” the
compass in 1627 or 1927, the recitation sounded something like this: ¢ North,
North by East, North-Northeast, Northeast by North, Northeast, Northeast by
East, East-Northeast, East by North, « East, East by South, East-Southeast,
Southeast by East, Southeast, Southeast by South, South-Southeast, South by
East, « South, Sou’ by West, Sou’Sou’west, Sou’west by South, Sou’west,
Sou’west by West, West-Sou’west, West by Sou’, « West, West by Nor’, West-
Nor’west, Nor’west by West, Nor’west, Nor’west by Nor’, Nor’Nor’west, Nor’
by West, North.

The detail about the punishment of the boys for offences is fascinating; if the
boatswain begins to eat before punishing them for the previous day’s infractions,
they are forgiven. It is likely that the punishment consisted of blows to the
offender’s back with a wooden rod. The “can” referred to is a coopered mug
made of a base, staves, bands, and usually a hinged lid, as found in multiple
examples aboard the Mary Rose. The “basket of bread” appears to be the
forerunner of the bread barge, about which we will hear more in the following
two chapters.

Petty Officers and Their Duties: The Steward Smith describes the
duties of the steward, quartermasters, cooper, and cook. In so
doing, he reveals a great deal about the storage, distribution, and
preparation of food in English ships: “The Steward is to deliver
out the victuals according to the Captaines directions, and messe
them foure, five, or six, as there is occasion.”® It would appear



that the steward in this case distributed the food to the crew, as
well as probably bringing it to the master and mates. What is
profoundly illuminating about this passage is that it shows that
the organization of the crew into “messes” who ate together, a
convention which survived for centuries in the naval tradition,
was already established practice on English ships in 1627.



The Quartermasters

Quartermasters in 1627 were responsible for the stowage in the hold, which
affects the trimming of the vessel; and it appears that they functioned at that time

something like watch-keeping mates.
The quarter Masters have the charge of the howle (hold) . . . and of their squadrons for the watch, and
for fishing to have a Sayne [a seine or net], a fisgig, a harpin yron, and fish hookes, for Porgos,

Bonetos, Dolphins [the fish, not the cetacean], or Dorados, and rayling lines for Mackrels.??
Smith refers to the “watch” as the four-hour time period and the work duty

performed therein, while he calls the men who perform this duty “squadrons.” In
the centuries to follow, the men as well as the duty period became known as
“watches.”® The “fisgig” is a barbed trident, from Spanish fisga; the “harpin
yron” is a harpoon. A small barbed trident for spearing frogs is still called a
“gig” today. With these instruments, fishhooks, and a seine or net, a vessel
provisioned as Smith recommends would be well equipped to supplement its
food stores with fresh-caught fish and other sea creatures.

Figure 2.5. “The Old Whaler,” from Gordon Grant, Sail Ho: Windjammer Sketches Alow and Aloft

(New York: William Farguhar, 1930, 78). This illustration. while much later, shows the technique of

spearing fish from the martingale shrouds with a fisga or grains-iron. The technique was no doubt
similar for the crewmen of Columbus and Smith.




The Cooper

The cooper was responsible for barrels and anything on board with a barrel-like
construction. Coopered containers held “wine, beare, sider, beverage, fresh
water, or any liquor.”®! In 1627, the ship’s cooper was bound to be a busy man,
as there are not only a multitude of casks aboard, but “steepe tubs” (for
desalinating salt beef by soaking in fresh water, a forerunner of the “harness
cask” of later sailing vessels), the coopered cans the men drank from, and any
number of other articles. The beverages likely to be carried in cask on an English
ship of 1627 included wine and cider as well as beer and fresh water.

The Cook Here we have the cook, a position in the crew that was
missing from Columbus’s crew list, and from the Portuguese
carracks sailing to India. In northern Europe, crews of midsize
and larger vessels had included a dedicated cook since the
eleventh century.

The Cooke is to dresse and deliver out the victual, hee hath his store of quarter cans, small cans,
platters, spoones, lanthornes, &c. and is to give his account of the remainder. %
Smith refers in several places to “boiling the kettle,” a phrase still used in

British English in preparing to make tea. One of these cases is during a lull in a
sea battle; it seems that Smith wants the crew to have something hot to eat or
drink whenever it is safe to boil the kettle.

Organization of the Crew Smith, in his customary detail, explains
how the crew is to be divided into watches: How they divide the
company at sea, and set, and rule the watch . .. The Captaine or

Master commands the Boatswaine to call up the company; the
Master being chiefe of the Starboord watch doth call one, and his
right hand Mate on the Larboord doth call another, and so
forward till they be divided in two parts ... and then devide them
into squadrons according to your number and burthen of your
ship as you see occasion; these are to take their turnes at the
Helme, trim sailes, pumpe, and doe all duties each halfe, or each
squadron for eight Glasses or foure houres which is a watch.”



The process Smith describes continued on merchant vessels into the 1920s: the
crew is assembled, and the two watch leaders (master/captain and mate in
Smith’s day; first and second mates in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries)
take turns choosing men for their watches, already called the starboard and
larboard watch in 1627. Smith then describes watch duties, and confirms that
four-hour watches, “watch on and watch off” were normal in his day. Each man
in the crew “is to chuse his Mate, consort, or Comrade, . . . but care would bee
had there be not two Comrades upon one watch because they may have the more
roome in their Cabbins to rest.” It would appear that “hot-bunking,” in which
two men from opposite watches share the same sleeping accommodation, was
normal in 1627. Hammocks were not yet in general use, so it appears that the
two “comrades” share a bunk or similar bed, sleeping in it alternately when the
other stands watch.

Smith goes on to describe how the crew is organized regarding the distribution
of food: “The next is, to messe them foure to a messe, and then give every messe
a quarter Can of beere and a basket of bread to stay their stomacks till the Kettle
be boiled.”® Smith suggests four to a mess, which appears to have been standard
practice aboard English vessels in 1587 and 1588 as well. The mess became
institutionalized in the navies of successive centuries, though its numbers could
be greater than four. The basket of bread or biscuit functioned just as the wooden
“bread barge” in following centuries: the men can help themselves to biscuit
while they wait for hot food. The Swedish royal ship Vasa has evidence of a
similar organization of the crew regarding food. Smith continues: that they may
first goe to prayer, then to supper, and at six a clocke sing a Psalme, say a
Prayer, and the Master with his side begins the watch, then all the rest may doe
what they will till midnight; and then his Mate with his Larboord men with a
Psalme and a Prayer releeves them till foure in the morning, and so from eight to
twelve each other, except some flaw of winde come, somme storme or gust, or
some accident that requires the helpe of all hands, which commonly after such
good cheere in most voyages doth happen.®

This passage speaks volumes about the organization of manpower and time, as
well as about mealtimes, aboard English vessels of the early seventeenth
century. The master’s starboard watch and the mate’s larboard watch work the
ship in alternation. The changes of watch occur at midnight, 4:00 a.m., 8:00
a.m., noon, 6:00 p.m., and then again at midnight. This watch routine resembles
the watch organization of following centuries, except that instead of two short
dog watches 4:00-6:00 p.m. and 6:00—8:00 p.m., there is a long, six-hour watch



from noon to 6:00 p.m., then another six-hour watch from 6:00 p.m. to midnight.
This routine of five watches a day still “dogs” or rotates which of the two
watches, starboard or larboard, stands a given watch. In following centuries, two
dog watches made seven watches, still an odd number, per day. The meal times
coincided with changes of watch, 8:00 a.m., noon, and 6:00 p.m. As Smith
points out, all ease and relaxation is by the board when “All Hands!” is called to
shorten sail when the wind increases or a storm is on the weather horizon.

Smith gives a commander’s-eye-view of a ship-to-ship engagement with a
Spanish vessel. After some exchange of shot, night falls. As day breaks, the
commander enjoins the cook to prepare breakfast: “And Cooke see you observe
your directions against the morning watch, Boy, Holla Master Holla, is the kettle
boiled, yea, yea, Boatswaine call up the men to prayer and breake fast. Boy fetch
my cellar of bottles, a health to you all fore and aft, courage my hearts for a fresh
charge.”®” After this they rejoin the battle.

This passage, like others in A Sea Grammar, is partially comprised of dialogue,
but without quotation marks. The captain advises the cook to prepare breakfast
so that it may be served to both watches at 8:00 a.m., and he has the boy check
that the kettle is boiling, and hot food is on the way. The boy confirms that the
kettle is boiling with his, “Yea, yea,” much like the “Aye, aye” that became
customary in English-language seafaring use later. The captain commands that
drink from his store of bottles (probably wine or liquor) be shared with officers
and men alike, and bids them take courage to rejoin the fight.

Smith takes commanders to task who take insufficient concern for the dietary
well-being and comfort of their crew. He says that some do not think it is
important to have pleasant food for the crews, but Smith feels it is important for
a commander to keep a “petty tally” or little account of the following: Fine
wheat flower close and well packed, rice, Currands, Sugar, Prunes, Cynamon,
Ginger, Pepper, Cloves, greene Ginger, Oyle, Butter, Holland cheese, or old
cheese, Wine vineger, Canarie sacke, Aqua vitae, the best Wines, the best
waters, the juice of Limons for the scurvy, white Bisket, Oatmeale, gammons of
Bacon, dried Neats tongues, Beefe packed up in vinegar, Legs of Mutton minced
and stewed, and close packed up, with tried sewet or butter in earthen pots.*

These are the “extras” that Smith feels a wise commander will lay in a store of,
with which to supplement the men’s rations: white flour, rice, currants, sugar,
prunes, spices, oil, butter, cheese, vinegar, fortified wine, liquor, clear water,
biscuit made of white flour, bacon, dried neat’s tongues, beef in vinegar. All
these would certainly have kept crew morale in fighting trim, if used



occasionally to supplement the standard fare. Two items are worthy of special
attention. The legs of mutton minced and stewed, was to be packed up in earthen
pots sealed with rendered suet or butter, which would help keep it some time out
at sea. The use of leg meat, and the whole preparation, presages the “portable
soup” of the eighteenth-century British Navy. This early precursor of portable
soup could be part of a special meal after a week or two at sea. The lemon juice
for scurvy is also noteworthy. Most commanders at sea felt that it was a dietary
deficiency that caused scurvy, and there were those like Smith who recognized
the value of citrus in assuaging or even preventing the disease. John Hawkins,
for example, carried oranges on his long voyages. It is regrettable that sailors
continued to die of scurvy for almost two hundred years after John Smith
suggested this remedy. Smith also suggests that a sea commander stock “To
entertaine strangers Marmalad, Suckets, Almonds, Comfits and such like.”
These are dainties with which to entertain distinguished guests on board.

Smith reminds his readers that more English sailors have died because of
starvation, disease, or diet deficiency than have been killed in battle since 1588,
and he goes on to describe some dainties that he feels should be provided to sick
crewmen, or to all the crew from time to time: “a dish of buttered Rice with a
little cynamon, ginger, and Sugar, a little minced meat, or rost Beefe, a few
stewed Prunes, a race of greene Ginger, a Flap-jacke, a can of fresh Water
brewed with a little Cynamon, Ginger, and Sugar.” The flapjack is of course a
pancake. The drink of water with cinnamon, ginger, and sugar is interesting: tea,
coffee, and cocoa were not yet generally available. Since it is served in a “can,”
a coopered wooden tankard, Smith implies that this drink was served cold, not
hot. These are the treats that could be offered the crew on special occasions.

Smith continues with a description of the normal fare aboard English ships in
Smith’s day: a little poore John, or salt fish with oile and mustard, or bisket,
butter, cheese, or oatmeale pottage on fish dayes, or on flesh dayes salt Beefe,
Porke, and Pease with six shillings beere, this is your ordinary ships allowance,
and good for them are well if well conditioned, which is not alwayes as Sea-men
can (too well) witnesse.

This is probably close to what English sailors were actually issued in Smith’s
day. “Poor John” can either mean a specific fish, an inferior sort of cod, or more
generally, a pejorative term for any dried or salted fish. Note that the salt fish is
served with oil and mustard as recommended in fourteenth-century France:
Dutch Navy issues of fish in the following century were accompanied by a sauce
of butter, mustard, and spice.



And after a storme, when poore men are all wet, and some have not so much as a cloth to shift him,
shaking with cold, few of those but wil tell you a little Sacke or Aqua vitae is much better to keepe

them in health, than a little small beere, or cold water although it be sweet.”?

“Small beer” is the low-strength beer that was a staple of the English diet for
centuries. Smith’s advice to offer a tot of fortified wine or something even
stronger to men who have just worked hard and gotten themselves soaked for
their pains, seems to have fallen on at least a few deaf ears in his own day, but
was certainly followed in the centuries to come.

Smith goes on to make some important points about provisioning. A wise
commander will keep a good store not only of the necessities, but of the luxuries
as well. This is not only essential for showing good hospitality to guests, so as to
make a good impression of the owners and himself; but, as Smith has set out
before, to encourage his men when they need encouragement the most.



Conclusion

It is in this period, from the fifteenth through the early seventeenth century, that
much of European and international practice in preserving, preparing, and
distributing food at sea was formalized. National differences still remained, such
as the Iberian preference against hiring a designated cook. Some nations
continued to favor wine, and others beer, as the seagoing beverage of choice.
Nonetheless the basic methods of preserving and preparing food at sea by the
1620s were to endure for the following centuries.

This chapter concludes with a few lines from an English ballad about the
Spanish Armada of 1588: Spain, and Bisque, and Portugal, Toledo, and Granada,
They all did meet to make a fleet, and called it the Armada.

When they had got provisioned, as mustard, pease, and bacon.



THREE



Sailing Navies

National navies came into being during the seventeenth century. Naval forces up
to this point consisted of a backbone of ships belonging to a monarch, supported
by a hodge-podge of privately owned vessels chartered, borrowed, or pressured
into participation in a naval campaign. As navies evolved, new administrations
evolved to feed the men who sailed in them. New techniques of food
preservation and preparation developed to meet the dietary needs of new types of
warship, sailing and fighting far from their native shores. This chapter examines
the evolution of artillery, of warships, and of the crew of a sailing warship; then
turn to the dietary and culinary practices that evolved along with the guns and
the ships.

National Navies: The Sailing Warship Evolves

The evolution of the sailing warship is important, and resulted in long-standing
naval institutions of food preparation and distribution. Therefore the next few
pages are devoted to the evolution of the artillery-firing sailing warship and the
evolution of the institutions that grew around it. After having addressed the
evolution of the ship type and the institution of national navies, the chapter
explores what these meant to the changing character of food at sea.

The evolution of national navies was compelled by the evolution of the sailing
warship. Changes in the weaponry of armed vessels inspired this change.
Specialized warships existed in Medieval Scandinavia and the Medieval
Mediterranean, with the longship and the galley as specialized vessels designed
primarily for speed under oars. The galley survived into the seventeenth century
as a specialized warship design of the Mediterranean, and only in isolated
localities and applications thereafter. Sea battles in medieval northern Europe
were fought between vessels that could serve for either mercantile or naval
purposes. The addition of archers in the fore and after castles, grappling hooks,
and armed men in the waist to fight with a boarding party, could make a warship
out of a merchant ship.

Beginning in the fifteenth century, the introduction of artillery changed warship
design forever. The process of change was gradual. Initially, artillery was added
to existing ship designs. Rows of small guns were added along the deck of the
after castle of carracks and other sailing vessels, firing through permanent



openings in the upper works. Galleys were adapted to carry a single gun in the
bow firing over the ram.> As larger guns were developed for use ashore,
gunports were fitted to the hulls of vessels that were expected to fight. The basic
design of the gunport already existed: some medieval pictures of sailing vessels
show hinged ports, probably used for loading and unloading lumber, livestock,
and other cargo without having to hoist them through the hatch.®> The existing
design of loading ports was adapted to artillery: ports were cut in the sides of the
ship on the lower decks, allowing larger guns to be carried without making the
ship overly top-heavy. This invention or adaptation is credited to a Frenchman in
1501.* The gunports were hinged on their upper edge, so that they could be
closed and caulked during a sea passage, but they could be opened quickly, and
the guns run out and fired, in the event of a battle or confrontation at sea.’
During the first half of the sixteenth century, more and more ships belonging to
monarchs, or designed to carry valuable cargoes that could require armed
defense, had their sides dotted with gunports.

At the same time, the guns themselves continued to evolve, not only in size but
in basic design as well. Most fifteenth-century ordnance was breech loading: a
removable chamber was loaded with powder, wadding, and shot (usually stone).
This chamber was slid into place behind a forged iron tube, wedged home, and
then could be fired. This type of gun did not require being “run in” between
shots, but the design limited the size and power available. Increasingly during
the first half of the sixteenth century, iron breech-loading guns of this type were
replaced by cast bronze muzzleloading guns. Bronze muzzleloaders offered a
better gas seal when the gun was fired; they could be cast with a stronger, thicker
breech; and they could be made in larger sizes. By the late sixteenth century, all
but the smaller sizes of shipboard artillery were cast muzzleloaders. Bronze guns
of Spanish origin often had the Latin motto cast into them, “Ultima Ratio
Regis,” “The King’s Final Argument,” which is usually paraphrased, “The Final
Argument of Kings.”

The muzzleloading gun transformed sea battles between sailing vessels.
Previously, sea battles entailed an exchange of arrows as the vessels approached
one another; then grappling and boarding, with the issue decided by fighting
hand to hand. The muzzleloading gun turned battles at sea into artillery duels, in
which individual vessels or squadrons of vessels would blaze away at one
another with their artillery. The issue could be decided by vessels sinking or
blowing up when their powder magazines exploded, or one vessel could strike
its colors and surrender to an opposing vessel. Some battles or individual ship-



to-ship duels were still decided by hand-to-hand boarding actions, but this was
now one of several possible conclusions; before circa 1550 it had been the only
way to decide naval battles.®

Thus was born the specialized sailing warship. No longer a troop carrier with
grappling hooks, it became an artillery platform, with its decks lined with guns
and its sides pierced by gunports. The transformation of the sailing warship
transformed the roles of the men who served in them as well. The men who
served these guns in battle were sailors, not soldiers, and a floating artillery
platform demanded a great deal of manpower. Each gun required five or more
men to run the gun in and out, as well as to clean, load, and prime the gun
between shots. A fighting ship of the early sixteenth century might carry soldiers
(mostly archers or arquebusiers) equal in number to the sailing crew. By the
beginning of the next century, the ship was manned almost entirely by sailors,
the majority of whom worked her guns. A small force of musketeers augmented
the crew: they shot at individual enemy combatants from the decks and from the
tops—fighting platforms at the doublings of the masts, and the musketeers were
useful in final hand-to-hand combat. At other times, these musketeers functioned
as seagoing guards or policeman, protecting the officers from mutineers and
enforcing discipline. In time these small bodies of musketeers evolved into
Marines.”

The evolution of the sailing warship as artillery platform was gradual, taking
place over the sixteenth century with many transitional types. The
transformation in artillery and ship design compelled the evolution of standing
navies to protect the overseas commerce of their nations, and it was in the
seventeenth century that standing national navies came into being. Sixteenth-
century monarchs owned a small number of vessels, armed with guns. These
conveyed and protected costly cargoes such as the Spanish silver shipments from
the New World.

The Spanish Armada of 1588 and the English Fleet that opposed it were
comprised of a small number of royal ships, leading a far greater number of
private vessels chartered, purchased, or coerced into joining battle. By the
second half of the seventeenth century, France, England, the Netherlands, as
well as other countries, had national navies. No longer simply royal ships that
supplied the backbone of a fighting fleet of private vessels, these navies were
permanent institutions, with permanent crews and considerable administrative
and support staff ashore as well. Navies included big “line-of-battle” ships (also



called “ships of the line”); smaller, faster frigates; and a number of smaller craft
as well.

For the carrying of low-bulk, high-value cargoes, certain ship types evolved
that served as a kind of hybrid. The best-known of these is the East Indiaman, a
vessel that could carry the costly cargoes of the East Indies back to European
waters, while fighting off attempts to capture those precious cargoes. East
Indiamen, whether Dutch, English, or French, had a relatively deep hold, and a
single covered gun deck that was proportionately higher than the lower gun deck
of a warship, leaving more space for cargo. With her guns mounted higher in the
hull than those of a man-of-war, the guns of an East Indiaman needed to be
somewhat lighter as well. The guns of the Bonhomme Richard’s lower deck
were eighteen pounders (i.e., they fired an iron ball estimated to weigh eighteen
pounds), at a time when most frigates’ lower decks were equipped with twenty-
four pounders. The Bonhomme Richard was an old French East Indiaman, which

John Paul Jones purchased on behalf of the American Congress.?

Figure 3.1. Hanging tables on HMS Warrior. Photograph by Christopher Roche, 2014. Used with
permission.

Feeding the Men Who Serve the Guns

The manpower requirements of a man-of-war made sailing warships of this era
intensely crowded. Most of the crew slept in hammocks slung fore-and-aft in the
spaces between the guns, and dined off hanging tables that could be lowered into
the same spaces.

Just as the demands of long-distance exploration and commerce placed new
demands on the feeding of ship’s crews over long distance and long time, the
new sailing warship placed new demands in terms of the sheer quantity of food
required to sustain the crews of ships crammed with guns and the men who
served them. Every morning the men took down their hammocks, lashed them



up, and stowed them in a railing over the bulwarks, where the compacted canvas
offered extra protection from gunfire. Thus the command for getting up was
“Lash and stow!” or “Up Hammocks!”® At mealtimes, hanging tables were
swung down and chests or benches dragged into place to sit on. These tables,
which lasted into the era of steam navies, were a specific naval design. At one
end, they hinged or hooked into the side of the vessel. On the inboard end they
were suspended from the deck above, by slings initially made of rope, and later
made of iron. An optional component was a single hinged leg, which could
swing down from the inboard end of the table to the deck below. These tables
were constructed by the ship’s carpenter and carpenter’s mates when a new
warship was commissioned.”® With occasional exceptions such as the British
Leda-class frigates (e.g., frigate HM Trincomalee, still afloat in Hartlepool),
which had a mess deck below the guns, most crewmen on sailing warships slept
and ate by their guns. Even the frigates with a separate mess deck still preserved
the same arrangement of either hammocks slung fore-and aft (to sleep) or
thwartship tables swung down into place (to eat).



Establishing a Basic Ration

As standing national navies came into being, there arose a need to establish
standards for adequately serving the men who served in them. The
administration of food in the British Navy was overseen initially by a Surveyor
of Victualling. In 1683 this single officer was replaced by a Board of Victualling
Commissioners, more succinctly known as the Victualling Board. This
institution, comprised of seven commissioners who met regularly, and seventy-
odd clerks, oversaw the supply of comestibles to the fleet. The Victualling Board
met regularly and supervised a substantial staff of clerks, bakers, and purchasers
abroad. Samuel Pepys, appointed Surveyor of Victualling in 1665, drew up a
victualing contract in 1677 which specified the basic ration for seamen.

This basic ration was to be a daily allowance of one pound of biscuit and one
gallon of beer; and a weekly allowance of eight pounds of beef; or four pounds
of beef, two pounds of bacon or pork with two pints of peas. (The association of
pork with peas, which we have already seen in the previous chapter, was to
continue in the British Navy.) Meat was served on Mondays, Tuesdays,
Thursdays, and Sundays. Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays were fish days,
the issue being either fresh cod, stockfish, salt cod, or salt hake. The issue of fish
was accompanied by two ounces of butter, and either four ounces of Suffolk
Cheese or two and two-thirds ounces of Cheddar cheese.!? The Suffolk cheese,
made from milk “thrice skimmed,” caused trouble, not from spoilage but
because it was so hard that it was said that even rats could not gnaw Iit.
Eventually the Suffolk cheese could become infested with red worms (cheese
worms, Eisenia fetida), and so in 1758 the Victualling Board eliminated Suffolk
cheese, replacing it with Cheshire, Cheddar, Gloucester, or Warwickshire
cheese. While these had a shorter shelf life than the Suffolk cheese, they were
more popular.’

The basic ration for seamen in the British Navy was updated again in 1733,
when the Admiralty published “Regulations and Instructions relating to His
Majesty’s Service at Sea.” The dietary guidelines included in this publication
remained in force through the entire period of the sailing navy.'* Here are the
weekly totals:

Biscuit 7 Pounds Avoirdupois

Beer 7 Gallons Wine Measure

Pork 2 Pounds Avoirdupois

Pease 2 Pints Winchester Measure



Oatmeal 3 Pints Winchester Measure

Butter 6 ounces

Cheese 12 ounces

As the British Navy increasingly operated in distant waters, the admiralty came
up with guidelines for substituting locally available foodstuffs for those
commonly available in home waters. The Admiralty sought to ensure that sailors
would receive enough food, and that their diet would still be balanced. They
established a system of substitutions, designed to ensure that crewmen on
foreign stations received nutrition roughly equivalent to that of sailors in home
waters.

“When it may be found necessary to issue any other Species of Provisions or
Substitutions for the above, it is to be observed that they are to be furnished in
the following proportions, vis.”:

* One pint of wine equals a gallon of beer, no more than one quarter of the whole
to be issued in wine.

* Four pounds of flour, or three pounds of flour with a pound of raisins, equals
four pounds of salt beef.

* Half a pound of currants, or half a pound of beef suet, is equal to one pound of
raisins.

* Four pounds of fresh beef, or three pounds of mutton (a fattier meat), are equal
to four pounds of salt beef.

» Three pounds of fresh beef or mutton, is equal to two pounds of Pork, if
combined with peas.

* One pint of Calavances (chickpeas, or possibly lablab; i.e., hyacinth bean), or

“doll” (dal, i.e., lentils), is equal to a pint of peas.

* A pound of rice is considered equal to a pound of bread, a pint of peas, a quart
of oatmeal, or a pound of cheese.

* A pint of wheat or barley is equal to a pint of oatmeal.

* 5% pounds of molasses are equal to one gallon of oatmeal.

* One pound of sugar is equal to two quarts of Oatmeal, one pound of butter, or
one pound of cheese.

» A pint of oil (e.g., olive oil) is equal to a pound of butter, or two pounds of
cheese.

* A half pound of cocoa, or a quarter pound of tea, is equal to one pound of

cheese. 't

These substitutions served as guidelines for issuing sailors a balanced ration
while serving in the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean, the Baltic, or elsewhere. A



few of the substitutions are questionable in terms of caloric intake, such as a
quarter pound of tea for a pound of cheese, but the tea was an expensive luxury,
and so cost may play a role in that proportion. The men themselves understood
their need for solid food. Jacob Nagle was an American seaman who served in
an American privateer during the War of Independence; in privateers, merchant
vessels, and in the British Navy thereafter. Nagle wrote in his journal of
shortages on the merchant sloop James, in the Virgin Islands: “Though we had
plenty of coffee and sugar, it did not satisfy hunger altogether.”!’

Substitutions of foods not listed by the Victualling Board were made on an ad
hoc basis at the discretion of the captain. For example, yams and potatoes may
have been issued in lieu of other foods. Locally caught turtles could be a source
of fresh meat as well. Jacob Nagle describes the meat ration aboard the twenty-
gun privateer Brilliant lying off Santo Domingo in the Caribbean: “While laying
here we lived well, fresh beef one day and turkle [sic] [turtle] the nex [sic].
Amongst those islands fish and turkle [sic] is plentiful.” Nagle and his shipmates
continued to eat turtle on their way home to Scotland: “We had seventy five
large turkel [sic] on board, but none lived to reach Scotland, the weather being
two [sic] cold. Therefore we lived well on the passage.”!®

St. Helena and Ascension are two islands that offer a landfall to ships sailing
from West Africa around the Cape of Good Hope to the Indian Ocean. St.
Helena thus presented an important opportunity for British ships headed around
the Cape of Good Hope to stock up on antiscorbutic (curative or preventive of
scurvy) watercress, catch fresh fish, and top up their supplies. Jacob Nagle offers

us a glimpse of the dietary offerings of that remote little island:
Every Indiaman is compeled to leave stores on the island on their homeward bound passage. Makeral is
plentiful, some beneta [bonito], and albacore. They are the chief fish that is cought here. Water crises

[sic] [watercress] is numerous, the shiping make use of it, being holesom [sic] for the scurvey [sic].19

The Staff of Naval Life: Biscuit

The single most important ingredient in the diet of the men serving in sailing
navies was the hard dense bread known as ship’s biscuit. These were baked
ashore in enormous naval bakeries in Deptford, Portsmouth, and Plymouth.
Additional supplies were sometimes acquired from contractors, and as the design
of on-board cooking facilities became more complex they could be baked on
board. The recipe was simple, consisting of flour (of the type known as whole
wheat flour today), water (about half the volume of the flour, less than that used
for soft bread), and a little salt. Molasses can be added to biscuit, but this may



shorten its shelf life. Biscuits in the eighteenth-century British Navy could be
square, round, or octagonal, and they were usually pricked with a fork and
stamped with the “broad arrow” mark of government ownership, and a letter that
identified the baker. This process slightly compressed the center, making it
harder than the edges. When the edges had been soaked or knocked off, sailors
called these hard centers “purser’s nuts.”?°

Ship’s biscuits were usually too hard to chew as issued. They could be soaked
in broth, or water, to soften them, or the edges could be knocked off and slowly
sucked. The chief virtue of the biscuit is that it kept a long time. They would
eventually acquire “weevils” (in fact a beetle, Stegobium paniceum) if kept too
long, and a traditional sailor’s habit of tapping the biscuit on the table was
alleged to remove some at least of the weevils.?' In the British Navy, it was
believed that biscuit would keep longer if the bread room in which it was stored
was ventilated; in fact, the moisture that came with the fresh air actually
contributed to spoilage. In the Dutch and American navies, biscuit was kept
sealed until needed, which made their biscuits last longer. During the War of
1812, American biscuit was observed to be superior to British biscuit, probably
for this reason.*?

The Roast Beef of Old England

The other staple of the naval diet was salt beef. Freshly slaughtered beef was cut
into pieces by “randers” (not renders) and “messers,” treated with dry salt, and
cured in barrels of brine. To conserve the beef properly, the solution had to be
strong enough to make the beef float, and it had to be held down below the water
level to prevent spoilage. Saltpeter (potassium nitrate) was also added to the
brine in the belief that it helped the salt penetrate the meat. The saltpeter may
have reduced the chance of botulism. The saltpeter also gave the meat a pink
color. If the cask leaked and meat was exposed to the air, it rotted and had to be
condemned and discarded.? Specific centers of beef production, such as Cork in
Ireland, contributed a high proportion of the British Navy’s salt beef. British
ships and squadrons far from home ran out of salt beef, and purchasing agents
acquired whole herds of cattle to supplement the beef supplies of these vessels.
The keeping of all sorts of livestock on board, to be slaughtered when needed,
was common practice in this period.** Pork was pickled in brine in the same
manner as beef, and was also a staple of the British and other navies.

Admiral Vernon’s Legacy



As noted, wine or spirits could be substituted for the beer ration. Spirits issued
alone could be quite intoxicating, and on either August 21, 1740, or on March
24, 1743 (accounts vary), Admiral Edward Vernon ordered the men in his ships
to receive their rum together with water. The admiral’s nickname was “Old
Grog,” after his wearing of a “grog” or grosgrain (corded silk) cloak. Grog was
therefore what the sailors called the mixture of rum and water. The health of
Admiral Vernon’s men appeared to benefit from the institution, not surprising as
this meant that they drank water with their alcohol. The adoption of lime or
lemon juice as a scurvy preventive came later, and gradually. Some commanders
parsimoniously issued lime juice as a treatment to men already suffering from
scurvy, but not as a preventive to the entire crew. As a result of this false
economy, hundreds of scurvy cases continued to dog the British Navy through
the first decade of the nineteenth century. To be “groggy” came to mean being
less than alert due to alcohol or lack of rest.” The proportions of rum and water
varied over the centuries, but some combination of water was served in the
Royal Navy under the name of grog until 1970.

Rum was also known as “Nelson’s Blood,” after the Battle of Trafalgar,
because Admiral Horatio Nelson’s body was carried back to England for burial,
preserved in a cask of liquor. In actual fact the cask was filled with brandy; but
sailors believed it was rum, and so rum got a nickname in the Royal Navy.
Sailors developed their own expressions to describe combinations of water and
liquor: “Due North” meant “straight liquor,” “Due West” meant “plain water,”
“Northwesterly” meant “liquor and water in equal proportions,” and “Southerly”
meant “empty glass.”?®

The issue of grog ration was sometimes announced to the crew by having a
fiddler or fifer play the tune “Drops of Brandy.” This is a merry tune in 9/8 time,
still played throughout the British Isles. In later years, a specific call on the
boatswain’s whistle, “Up spirits!” signaled the issue of grog.



The Cook and His Galley

The cook in a British warship was a warrant officer (American petty officer),
and preference was shown to Greenwich pensioners, who as pensioned-off naval
seamen, might be missing a leg, an eye, or some other body part, but had
experience at sea. On ships of larger size the cook had mates or assistants.

Salt beef was desalinated by soaking in a steep tub, a piece of gear which was
given the more colorful name of “harness cask” in the nineteenth century. After
serving out the meat from the copper pots, the “slush” or rendered fat, was
scraped from the coppers and kept in a “slush tub.” Half of the slush went to the
cook, who could use it for any number of tasks; while the other half was
reserved for the rigging.?® Spars were routinely “slushed” with fat to cut down on
friction from mast hoops, stunsail booms, and other objects that slid along them.
This was done by sailors going aloft with a bucket of slush and a brush,
sometimes sitting on the spar as they slushed it. The use of slush as a verb, to rub
a surface down with refuse fat, is said to date back to 1807.% Later on, the
money raised from the sale of discarded or surplus items to pay for little luxuries
on a warship was called a “slush fund” in the Royal Navy, the phrase first
appearing in print in 1864.*° Eventually the phrase was applied to funds used for
bribery or for reimbursing questionable expenses.

Figure 3.2. “Slushing Down,” from Gordon Grant, Sail Ho: Windjammer Sketches Alow and Aloft
(New York: William Farquhar, 1930, 27). This illustration is over a century after Nelson, but the
process and equipment was much the same in the eighteenth century.

Early eighteenth-century British naval vessels’ facilities for cooking were
much like those found on Mary Rose and Vasa: a brick hearth with a copper




boiler. The most significant improvement from 1545 and 1628 was the addition
of a chimney to carry the smoke up to the deck. Iron stoves were introduced as a
savings in weight in 1728, and the Navy board recommended dimensions for the
stoves of different sizes in 1757.*' The “coppers” or copper cauldrons, were
quite large. Thomas Dring, an American sailor imprisoned aboard the Jersey, a
former sixty-four-gun ship of the line used as a prison hulk in New York during
the War of Independence, estimated the capacity of the Jersey’s cauldron at two
to three hogsheads, or 120 to 180 gallons.* The Defence, an American privateer
brig excavated in Maine, had a cauldron with a capacity of 68 gallons. These
cauldrons usually had fitted lids, which themselves could have holes for small
kettles or pots.*®

A dramatic improvement to food preparation in the British Navy was the
Brodie stove, the brainchild of Scotsman Alexander Brodie. Brodie’s 1780
patent covers an iron stove of ingenious design, bolted together so that it could
be disassembled, and damaged parts replaced. The Brodie stove used a
combination of wrought iron, cast iron, and copper, and included a spit big
enough for an entire sheep or pig, turned through sprockets and a chain by a fan
in the chimney. The spit-turning mechanism somewhat resembled the “clock
jacks” used to turn spits in eighteenth-century kitchens ashore. There were
cranes, similar to fireplace cranes, with which to swing multiple pots over the
fire, a baking oven, and racks for “stewing stoves” which resembled a brazier, in
which small pots could be heated by embers from the main fire. Spigots in the
boilers allowed fluid to be drained from below, and there was even a condenser
which produced a small amount of distilled water. The whole contraption sat on

four short legs that held it up off the deck.*
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Figure 3.3. Stove with copper pots on HMS Warrior. Though this is a British warship from the
mid-nineteenth century, the design of the stove and utensils is little changed from the forms
attained fifty years earlier. Photograph by Christopher Roche, 2014. Used with permission.

el 1 e . a1l L Y a® h 1 a - ~ e T am



LuOOKlIlg e Katuon: L.oopscouse, l:')lll“gOO, deéda rie, ana Many
Variations of Duff
The basic foodstuffs described in the ration were combined in a number of

imaginative and not so imaginative ways. The following foods are a few of the
most ubiquitous shipboard delicacies from navies of this era.



Lobscouse

The origins of Lobscouse are obscure; the dish and the name are found
throughout much of the Baltic region, as well as Norway, England, and
Germany. There are several different possible derivations of the name:
depending on which you think most likely, the dish could have originated in
Latvia and Lithuania, Sweden and Finland, Norway, England, or Germany. It is
a standard dish ashore in Scandinavia, where it is made of alternate layers of
sliced potato and sliced beef, with onions; seasoned with salt and a good deal of
black pepper. Water is added and then the lobscouse is baked in a covered pot.
In some versions, the lobscouse is more of a stew, stirred regularly while it is
cooked. A similar version is sometimes called “scouse” or “lobby” in England.
Lobscouse is often associated with Liverpool, perhaps because of that seaport’s
intimate relationship with the sea. At sea, chunks of ship’s biscuits served in
place of the potatoes, and the beef was usually salt beef, fresh from a soak in the
steep tub or “harness cask.” Lobscouse was a staple of the shipboard diet for
centuries. The American favorite, Corned Beef Hash, is essentially a fried,
transplanted variation of lobscouse.*



Burgoo

This is what oatmeal porridge was usually called when prepared in the British
Navy. In its simplest version, it was simple oats and water in 1:2 proportions,
with a pinch of salt. Butter, cream, milk, and sugar, in some combination, could
be added when it was served.



Sea Pie

Sea Pie is sometimes identified as an alternate term for Lobscouse; but whereas
Lobscouse could be prepared more like a stew, Sea Pie was invariably baked.
For this reason, the Sea Pie had a layering of the potatoes or biscuit fragments
and salt beef; in lobscouse, all the ingredients were usually mixed together.
Curiously, some of the surviving Scandinavian versions of lobscouse are baked
with sliced potatoes and meat in discrete layers, producing something more like
what eighteenth-and nineteenth-century English-speaking sailors would probably
have called a “sea pie.”



Duff and Its Variations

Duff was suet pudding, usually boiled in a bag. In the British Navy, these bags
were usually labeled for each mess. The principal ingredients were flour, suet,
and water. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, there were many
variations of duff, some with weird, even lurid names. One type of duff was Jam
Roly Poly: the dough is rolled out, slathered with jam, then rolled into a cylinder
before boiling.*® Another type was Spotted Dog, in which the cook would add
milk and eggs, season with spice, and stir in dried currants (the spots). This
variation still survives in England as “Spotted Dick.”® Yet another type, and
possibly the most luridly named of the Duff Clan, was the Drowned Baby or
Boiled Baby. This was duff with sugar, raisins, and a little spice added.
Thankfully, this came to be known as “Plum (or Plumb) Duff” by the mid-
nineteenth century.*® The spice for any of these dishes might feature cinnamon,
powdered ginger, ground nutmeg, ground cloves, or allspice. Cooks sometimes
served them with a sweet sauce, syrup/treacle, or molasses as a topping.



Portable Soup

Portable Soup was a form of concentrated food, allegedly developed by a Mrs.
Dubois around 1756. Vegetables were boiled along with shin beef (which
contributes to its coagulation) and diced organ meats, cooled and hardened, and
then cut into slabs and boxed. When boiled up with water, it made a soup. While
it was hoped that the resulting broth would be antiscorbutic, it was not; this was
a welcome supplement to salt beef and biscuit on long ocean passages. Portable
soup was initially intended for the sick, but it was popular with the men, and
soon was issued generally, fifty pounds for every hundred men on ships bound
for foreign stations. Captain James Cook spoke highly of portable soup, and it
became a standard issue in the British Navy through the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century.*



Potatoes and Yams

Potatoes and yams were substituted for the bread ration at foreign stations, in the
proportion of two pounds of potatoes or yams for one pound of bread. Potatoes
were said to be popular with navy crews, while yams were a less popular
substitution.*



Breadfruit

Breadfruit was and still is a staple food in the South Pacific. The famous voyage
of HMS Bounty commanded by William Bligh was primarily for the purpose of
obtaining breadfruit seedlings from Tahiti, and planting them in Jamaica. Bligh
was successful in gathering the Tahitian seedlings: but after a month was
unsuccessful in rounding Cape Horn in an eastward direction, and then the
famous mutiny occurred. Bligh and the crew members loyal to him miraculously
sailed all the way to the Dutch East Indies in the Bounty’s launch, subsisting on
minute amounts of ship’s biscuit. Breadfruit was eventually transplanted to
Jamaica by others.

A Royal Navy Tradition Begins: Cocoa

The issue of cocoa may have started in the West Indies Station. Captain W.
Young of the Sandwich wrote to the Controller of the Navy in 1780, “I cannot
conceive why in the West Indies the men cannot be allowed sugar, coffee, and
chocolate in lieu of oatmeal; they are a better breakfast for the men and a much
greater antiscorbutic.” Surgeon Trotter recommended the issue of cocoa to the
Channel fleet: “In a cold country it could be singularly beneficial. What a
comfortable meal would a cup of warm cocoa or chocolate be to a sailor in a
winter cruise in the Channel or North Sea on coming from a wet deck in a rainy
morning watch.” So, tentatively at first, cocoa became a Royal Navy tradition.*!

Messes, Mess Cooks, and Mess Kids

John Smith in 1627 described the organization of messes of four men. This
system was well entrenched in the Royal Navy, though the number of the mess
could vary from four to as many as seven. Crewmen were free to choose which
mess they would join, and it was customary to let them change messes on a
designated Sunday, about once a month.* Within each mess there was one mess
cook, rotated about once a week within the members of the mess. The mess cook
was responsible for preparing the mess’s food for cooking, bringing it in the
mess’s kid (something like a firkin or wooden container), with the puddings in
labeled sacks or nets, to the galley. On most warships, the mess tables were
folded up against the sides when not in use. The mess cook arranged the hanging
table, and set the benches or chests in place. When the food was ready, the same
mess cook then collected the food from the galley in the mess kid, brought it to
his mess’s table, and distributed the food.*



The men’s utensils included both issue items and those they acquired
themselves. By the eighteenth century the customary wooden plates in naval
service were square, with slats nailed to all four edges to create a raised edge.
Square trenchers were common in the seventeenth century, and it appears that a
simplified version of that design went to sea. The men were known to purchase
ceramic or pewter plates of their own, but the wooden plates were always there
should the fancier ware become broken or lost.** The “bread barge” was a tray or
shallow box that held ship’s biscuit or soft bread, according to what had been
issued. Because the biscuit sat in a “barge,” weevils (actually Stegobium
paniceum, a beetle) were nicknamed “bargemen” in naval slang.* Mugs of horn
with wooden bases were also issued: reproductions of these, along with square
wooden plates, are displayed on the mess tables of HMS Victory and HM Frigate
Trincomalee today. Horn cups work well for water or liquor, but impart a
dreadful flavor to any hot drink put in them. One wonders what sort of drinking
vessel the men used for issues of tea and coffee. If tin or ceramic drinking ware
was not issued, something must have been acquired by the men in some way, if
they were to consume any issues of hot drinks.

The mess cook was responsible for distribution of the pieces of meat,
distributing them in a ritualized manner. Placing a portion on a plate, he would
call out, “Who shall have this?” A blindfolded messmate would call out the
name of one of their mess, and the mess cook would pass that “whack” or
portion to the messmate named.*® The mess cook was responsible for washing up
after meals, probably feeding the scraps to the shipboard livestock, and dumping
anything still left out the heads, openings to the sea in the beakhead forward.
Dumping food scraps out the gunports was disallowed. The “tumble home” or
inward slant of most warships’ sides would cause any food scraps tossed out an
open gunport to stain the side of the vessel, and possibly decompose there. It
goes without saying that there was probably not a single naval commander of the
sailing era who would have knowingly permitted his crew to toss their food
scraps out an open gunport.



Mealtime Schedules

These could vary at the captain’s discretion, but usually had crew and officers
breaking fast at 8:00 a.m., then the crew having dinner at noon and the officers
an hour later (sometimes the captain later still); then the crew eating supper at
5:00 or 5:30 p.m. while the officers had supper at 6:00 p.m. This may have
allowed junior officers to relieve helmsmen and lookouts during the crew’s
meal. On some ships, the meal times appear to have been 8:00 a.m., 12:00 noon,
and 4:00 p.m. HMS Revenge apparently used this schedule.*” The call to eat was
often announced by having a fiddler (usually one of the sailors) or a fifer
(attached to the Marines) play the tune “The Roast Beef of Old England.”

Officers’ Table

The officers ate aft in the wardroom or gunroom; larger vessels had both, with
captains or admirals dining alone, the commissioned officers in the wardroom,
and junior officers in the gunroom. Smaller vessels had smaller officers’ eating
quarters, and consequently there would be more consolidation of the ranks. The
officers received the same food as the crew, but universally augmented this fare
by purchasing wines and delicacies, pooling their resources and entrusting the
purchases to a “mess caterer” who could make purchases in ports of call. The
tables and chairs were designed to be easily taken apart and stowed when the
vessel was cleared for action. This part of the vessel included guns, and during
battle the officers would be on deck, so the wardroom was completely
transformed into a part of a gun deck when preparing for battle.* During the
nineteenth century, the wardroom became an area for the surgeon to treat the
wounded in battle.

It was usual for the officers to purchase ceramic dishes, serving plates, and
other elegant trimmings for their table. There were a number of clever devices
they would sometimes acquire to keep dishes and food from sliding around or
off the table, such as “fiddles” (baffles and/or railings) on the table; cloth-
covered wedges of different sizes to keep dishes upright (useful if heeled over on
a reach, not so useful if the vessel is rocking and pitching); pudding bags filled
with peas; or wet cloths on the table to discourage plates sliding around.*

Officers purchased wine for the wardroom, in splendid variety and quantity. In
1761, Captain Clements of the Argo purchased wine in Italy, resulting in the
following inventory:

Messina: 1 butt, and 3 kegs containing 40 gallons each



Port: 2 hogsheads

Cyprus: 2 kegs, 1 demijohn and 2 bottles

Champagne: 6 dozen bottles

Burgundy: 12 dozen bottles

Claret: 12 dozen and 7 bottles

Frontenac: 6 bottles

Montepulciano: 1 chest

Florence: 8 chests and a half

Malvasia: 2 chests

Rum: one dozen and nine bottles>

In 1749 the captain of the Harwich in the East Indies had the following
inventory:

Madeira: 2 pipes, 2 puncheon, 3 1 half-leaguer and 4 third-leaguers

Arrack: 1 puncheon, 3 hogsheads, 1 half-leaguer and 4 third-leaguers

Rum: 27 gallons 2 quarts in bottle and cask

Brandy: 20 gallons®!

Readers should keep in mind that these supplies were to be shared with guests
and with the other denizens of the wardroom, and some may have been
purchased to resell or trade.

Twelfth Night Cake in Heavy Weather

A colorful account of eating in the wardroom in heavy weather comes from
Henry Theonge, naval chaplain aboard HMS Assistance in 1676.% Besides being
a good account of accepting bad weather in the wardroom, it is an early and

detailed description of a king cake or galette de roi:
Very ruff weather all the last night, and all this day. . . . wee had much myrth on board, for wee had a
greate kake made, in which was put a beane for the king, a pease for the queen, a cloave for the knave, a
forked stick for the coockold, a ragg for the slutt. The kake was cutt into severall pieces in the great
cabin, and all putt into a napkin, out of which every one took his piece, as out of a lottery, then each
piece is broaken to see what was in it, which caused much laughter, to see our lieutenant prove the
coockold, and more to see us tumble on over the other in the cabin, by reason of the ruff weather.”3
Heavy weather could limit the food men received, and their ability to prepare

it. The following comes from Jacob Nagle’s early journal, when he was serving

in the American privateer Fair American during the War of Independence:
“The gale continued for several days . . . we had no provisions eccepting two or three bags of bread dust

and a quart of water, and when that was expended, we received a half pint of flower, but we could not

spare the water.>



Scurvy

Scurvy, caused by insufficient consumption of Vitamin C for the body to
produce the collagen essential for the body’s connective tissue, remained a
serious danger of long voyages, and of remaining on station a long time without
fresh food. Of course commanders would do what they could to prevent scurvy,
but it did occur on long passages. John Smith suggested carrying “the juice of
Limons for the scurvy” as early as 1627, yet this advice was not followed
universally in the early years of national navies. There was a good deal of
controversy over the actual cause of the condition. Some thought that scurvy was
caused by eating rancid fat, and others believed that eating salt fish caused
scurvy.” The confusion is understandable: as scurvy occurs when fresh foods
containing Vitamin C are not consumed, it is tempting to blame the increasingly
limited range of preserved foods that are consumed on a long trip without
landfall.

A Scottish naval surgeon named James Lind made a study of scurvy in 1747,
and published his “Treatise of the Scurvy” in 1753, after leaving the Royal
Navy. He found that eating fresh fruit (two oranges and one lemon a day) was
the most effective cure for men suffering from scurvy. Sadly, Lind’s work was
generally ignored.>®

Captain Cook is often credited with leading the effort to reduce scurvy in the
British Navy, and his record during his first expedition to the South Pacific,
1768-1771, is exemplary. Cook managed not to lose a single man to scurvy on
his voyage from England to Java. In part this was through persuading his men to
eat citrus fruits. Cook had his men collect edible greens ashore at every
opportunity, and he issued these foods in equal quantities to every man and
officer aboard HMS Endeavor. Most famously, he persuaded his men to eat
sauerkraut, pickled cabbage—this was not common in the English diet, but was
and still is a dietary staple in Central, Northern, and Eastern Europe.*’

Initially Cook’s men were disinclined to eat the sauerkraut, so Cook resorted to
a clever stratagem. Sauerkraut was served to the officers in the wardroom, but
was made available to the men’s messes only if they wanted it. Within a week,
the men decided they wanted sauerkraut, and thenceforward everyone aboard
Endeavor drew a regular ration of it.>®

Scurvy did not disappear overnight from the British Navy, however. Jacob
Nagle offers a vivid description of scurvy aboard HMS Sirius sailing to Australia
in 1789:



Going round the Horn this passage, the ships company was taken with the scurvey [sic] . . . Some died
in sight of the Cape of Good Hope, or Table Bay . . . (2 January 1789) The doctor went to town and
braught [sic] a quantity of fruit on board to be served out to both sick and well, for even those that were
doing there [sic] duty, when biteing [sic] an aple [sic], pare [sic], or peach, the blod [sic] would run out
of our mouth from our gums with the scurvey [sic].

After HMS Sirius got into Table Bay and purchased mutton, vegetables, and
wine, the men began to recover from scurvy: “Crew recovering daily, till all
were well and harty [sic]. We shipped hands in lew [sic] of those that died in the
passage.”™

In 1794, at the urging of Dr. Gilbert Blane, an experiment was tried in which
two-thirds of an ounce of lemon juice and two ounces of sugar were added to the
grog issue aboard Suffolk, while making a twenty-three week nonstop voyage to
India. This measure was effective in curing scurvy (and represented the next step
in the evolution of Royal Navy grog): subsequently lemons were issued often in
home waters at least, greatly reducing scurvy in the British Navy. Parsimony or
the unavailability of lemons caused the lemon juice to be issued only to men
already showing symptoms of scurvy through the 1790s and early years of the
nineteenth century, and scurvy continued to afflict seamen in the British Navy.
Limes were sometimes substituted for reasons of cost or availability, and the
practice of including lime or lemon juice in the issue of grog, for the entire crew
as a preventive antiscorbutic, appears to have become general after 1810.
Adding the antiscorbutic to the men’s grog probably helped ensure that all would
actually consume their lime juice ration.*®® Sailors of other nations began calling
British ships “Limejuice Ships,” and their crewmen “Limejuicers” or just
“Limeys.” Eventually the nickname was applied to Englishmen generally.



Food of Other European Navies

Food in the French Navy was similar to that in the British Navy, with some
interesting differences. Herring and sardines sometimes served as the salt fish
ration, which is not surprising as sardines were often caught by fishing vessels
based in Brittany near the naval port of Brest. The French Navy’s daily ration for
the men, as expressed in the Ordonnances of 1689, 1747, 1765, and 1786,
consisted of one and a half pounds of biscuit, a midday meal of bacon, salt beef,
fish, or cheese; and a supper of dried peas or beans, prepared with oil and
vinegar. An interesting French feature was a monthly issue of mustard seed for
the men to season their food. Soft bread, rice and prunes (a favorite pastry
ingredient in the Breton countryside around Brest) were mostly reserved for the
sick. The liquor ration was usually red wine. French officers before the
revolution were known to set a fine table; the officers subsisting on more
Spartan fare in Napoleon’s navy. When their Atlantic ports were blockaded,
French seamen experienced shortages of foodstuffs, and French prisoners were
sometimes suffering from scurvy when captured.®!

The Dutch Navy seems to have been a great deal like the British one in its food
issues, though there are records of pickled herring, pickled cabbage, and onions.
Buckwheat (groats) appear in records of food issues for Dutch sailors. A weekly
issue of a pound of cheese was normal, as was an ample supply of beer. The
issue of fish was sometimes accompanied by a dip made of butter, mustard, and
spices: this method of eating the fish ration bears an interesting similarity to the
issue of “salt fish with oile and mustard” that John Smith describes as standard
shipboard fare on English ships in 1627.%



The United States Navy

In the American Navy, the grog ration in the 1790s was usually corn whiskey
rather than rum, but this could vary. The messes in some American ships appear
to have used a canvas floor cloth rather than mess tables, and metal plates and
cups were the rule. Meals in American ships were generally served at 8:00 a.m.,
noon, and 4:00 p.m.%

Here are the prescribed weekly rations for crew members of the American
Navy in 1798:

Beef 3 pounds

Pork 3 pounds

Potatoes 2 pounds

Salt Fish 1 pound

Bread 112 ounces

Cheese 12 ounces

Butter 4 ounces

Peas or beans 1%/, pints

Rice 1 pint

Spirits 3'/, pints®

Here are the prescribed weekly rations for crew members of the American
Navy in 1813, after modifications in 1801, 1805, and 1806:

Beef 3'/, pounds

Pork 3 pounds

Flour 1 pound

Suet '/, pound

Bread 98 ounces

Cheese 6 ounces

Butter 2 ounces

Peas 1 pint

Rice 1 pint

Molasses ¥ pint

Vinegar %2 pint

Spirits 3/, pints

After the War of 1812, American rations were revised again. The value
attached to 